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Sick Day 


When | was in high school, | got punched in the face. Some asshole decided he didn't like the way | talked or 
dressed, and, well, | didn't like that he had a problem with it. Me, I'm not a fighter. I'm a talker. And it was my 


mouth that got me in trouble; it always has been 
That's what it was this time, too. 


That punch hurt, a lot. But that punch, and every punch I've gotten since, doesn’t sting nearly as much as 


James’ silence. 

"James?" | asked, pleaded, and god, did | hate the way | sounded. So weak and raw, but that's what | get for 
pouring my heart out, | guess. My words still crashed through my brain like a headless chicken, but | could 
only imagine what they sounded like echoing around in James’ head. 


"James." | said. 


And right at that moment, I'd rather have been IT again and face down in the dirt while my classmates 


watched and laughed. Dirty, muddy tears be damned, I'd rather be hearing those childish insults that asshole 


bully was dishing than ths fucking silence. 


I'd said enough at that point. It was James’ turn to say something, but he said nothing. His eyes had fallen 
from mine to the floor in front of me and that's where they stayed. Wide. And mine were starting to blur. 


| blinked. | didn't say his name again, | didn't say anything at all. There was nothing more to say, because he'd 


already given his silent answer. 


When | turned to the door to leave, he didn't try to stop me. 


That day in high school, when | left and came home early, my mom was home. She cleaned me up and sent me 
on my way with a cold compress for my eye and my favorite meal, and | took them and sat in my room 
beside my record player and drowned out all the insults, let Lemmy Kilmister and lan Gillan and Ozzy Osbourne 
tell me that | wasn't wrong and that who | was, was okay. And that was the last time | doubted myself. 

But this time, my mom wasn't waiting in the kitchen. There was no cold compress big enough. lan couldn't say 
anything to help me now. The only voice that | listened to, the one that | heard in my dreams, the only voice 
that mattered to me just told me wordlessly that | fucked up, with nothing but its silence. 

And | doubted myself again. 


| found Kirk in the kitchenette. | didn't have time to wait for the threating tears to stop clouding my eyes or 
the knot in my throat to untangle. With a hand that still shook, | tapped him on the shoulder. 


"What's up," he said casually, as if the world weren't just crumbling at my feet. 

"l, uh." I blinked and, thank god, the tears faded. "I'm gonna go home." 

He looked confused. 

"Right now? We didn't finish laying the drum tr-" 

"Yeah, | know," | interrupted, "I'm not feeling it today. I'll do it tomorrow." 

He paused for a moment, as if he just noticed that something was wrong. 

"Okay.. Should Jason wait to-" 

"No. Just have him do his tracks like normal and I'll. I'll figure it out tomorrow. Listen, | just gotta go.” 


He scrutinized me over the rim of his teacup as he sipped-fuck, do | hate that curious look-and said, "You 


okay?" 
"Yeah." Even /knew it sounded like lying-through-my-teeth bullshit. "I just gotta go." 


"All right," he said slowly, understanding that | was set in my ways. If | was grateful for anything right then, it 


was that Kirk never pried at me. 
| turned and left and silently wondered how James always pried at me. Even if he was nowhere near me. 


And once again, | got to go home early because the wound was just too great to sit through any more of a 


painful day. 


James would be pissed. We were working on borrowed time in that studio with only months before another 


tour. | didn't care. 


| just didn't care. 


Since When? 


Author's Notes: 
| have about ten chapters written out but this is still a work in progress. 


That shitty old clock probably didn't even work. It was way too slow. The whole day was way too slow 


James sat perched on a stiff wooden stool with a guitar strapped over his shoulders, waiting for his cue to 


redo the take. 

Jason sat patiently behind the glass barrier in the mixing room, chatting thoughtfully with one of the sound 
engineers, pointing this way and that at some control or another. James watched like a dictator, but knew that 
whatever Jason said didn't matter because the decision ultimately didn't fall on him. James laughed quietly to 


himself at the bassist's futility. 


He glaced over, then, to Kirk, who sat across the room on a couch with his headphones on and his hands ever- 


faithfully fastened onto his guitar, in his own world faraway. 

Blue eyes finally landed on a still and quiet drum kit, shining under the close studio lights. His heart thudded 
abruptly in his chest, noticing that the drummer was still not back He quickly cast his glance away and down 
at his Explorer, picking noiselessly at a string. He tried not to think about- 


"James?" 


James' eyes snapped up and to the source of the noise, shaking him from his throughts. It was the sound 
engineer behind the window. 


"So we're gonna do one more take but that last one was probably good. And then after that, we'll start on 
Lars' drum takes." He paused. "Where is Lars, anyway?" The guy instinctively looked to James but James looked 
away. 

What the fuck am | his keeper? 

Kirk piped in, having taken his headphones off at the initial sound of the P.A. 

"Uh, he went home." 


What? James wondered. 


"When?" Asked the guy, whose name was Mark, now looking at Kirk. Kirk looked around the room, then at 


James. 
"Like, half an hour ago. He didn't tell you?" 


"No, he didn't fucking tell me," James snapped. He was about to ask, What the fuck for? But the memory of 
Lars walking away suddenly returned, the man looking smaller than he ever had, as if he were about to just 
disappear. James didn't have time to acknowledge the sudden pang in his chest, rushing to hide from everyone's 


curious eyes, as if he knew something they didn't, just because he's James, and James and Lars go hand in 


hand. 

And then James thought, Fuck, it was so obvious, now. 
"Why? Is he sick?" Jason asked over the P.A. 

"| don't know, he looked upset," Kirk answered. 

Hurt 


Suddenly James couldn't take it. The very air stifled him. The sooner he finished his part and got out, the 
better. 


"Whatever. Let's just do this fucking take, all right?" Everyone was quiet as James looked around the room. "Do 


| have everyone's fucking permission?” 


Suddenly everyone scrambled to do whatever it was they were supposed to be doing. Kirk, his headphones back 
on, Jason, keeping his mouth shut, and Mark, signaling James to start his last take. 


Stupid fuckers. Stupid fuckers. Stupid Fucking Fuckers James repeated like a mantra in his head as he began, his 
face ignited with heat. Everyone was watching him. But he wasn't the timid |8-year-old with severe stage 
fright who didn't believe in his talent. Instead, he was a 28-year-old man who everyone expected to know 
everything about Lars and watched him like he could explain his absence. The worst part, the part that made 
him the angriest, was that he really could. He was exactly what they thought he was. He had a hand in this 
and the Stupid Fuckers were right. 


One last pulloff ended the eternity-long rhythm guitar session, and James rose from the stool as soon as he 
possibly could He asked Mark, "How's that?" and dared him to ask for another one. Just fucking dared him. 


Mark busied himself with imaginary buttons and mumbled "That should be good," as if he'd keep James any 


longer even if it weren't. 


"Good. I'm leaving," which was Hetfield for, ‘and so is everyone else because decisions aren't made without me 


or Lars: 


Fuck. He needed a drink or ten 
"All right. Good session. We'll wrap up the rest of the rhythm tomorrow when we get to mix in the." 


Mark was mostly talking for the sake of appearances and his voice filtered out as James got farther away, 
until the studio banter and the amp feedback and the meaningless instructions were just memories of white 


noise. And James walked out to his truck to immerse himself in something much worse; his thoughts. 


The Hollywood buildings flashed by in the corner of his vision as he turned off of Lankershim Boulevard. He 
tried to count them without looking at them. A welcome distraction. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven. ames’ Twelve. 
Thirteen. 1 think | have feelings for you' What was it? Fifteen? Sixteen. Sevent-not just as a friend-een. Eighteen 
Fuck. Nine/m in love with youteen. Twenty- 


"What the fuck!" he whispered harshly in the quiet of his truck. What it was he was questioning, he wasn't 
sure. Where to begin? What not to question? What had he missed? Did he know anything at all? Being in the 
dark was especially frustrating, having been raised in the shadow of his suffocating religion But was Lars 
better than him at masking his emotions, or was he really that oblivious to his friend's feelings? 


Since fucking when? James thought. He reached back into his memory for a sign Lars had said "a long time," 


but to the ever impatient Dane, that could mean anywhere from a year to a minute. 
A random memory floated to him at the same time as he drove by his thirtieth building. 


Years ago, probably three. Yes, it was three, after the bus accident. Maybe two and a half. There was no 
telling, as every day up until a month ago when recording started again was just a hazy drunk memory. But it 
might have been around that time, when Lars barged into James’ hotel room, just as drunk, sat beside him on 
the edge of the bed and threw his arms around the blond's shoulders, body wracked with sobs. James was 
confused but understood that his friend was scared. Lars had mumbled something James couldn't hear. He 
asked him to repeat himself. 


‘| said Lars slurred, pulling away from his friend's shoulders and looking up at him so he could hear. ‘If you 


fucking die, I'll fucking kill you.’ 
James laughed but was a little taken aback at the serious and vulnerable look in those eyes. Was it then? 


No. It had to have been years before. James recalled another drunken night-there seemed to be a pattern- 


when they were spending a quiet evening alone in a studio working on mixes. 

‘This is nice, Lars had said suddenly amongst the quiet, and James thought he was talking about some guitar 
take and being the bubbly drunk that he was. So he said, ‘| don't know. | can't find a good take for that part on 
‘Trapped,’ | guess | have to do it again: 


‘No, Lars said, grinning to himself. ‘| meant this, just me and you. Working on our second album. It's nice: 


He had to admit that it was a pretty great feeling. He caught Lars watching him and looking away quickly, 
smiling a little. Was it then? Or was it one of the many nights James stayed over at his house to get away 
from his own and be somewhere where he could feel comfortable being himself, and Lars leaned over and 
kissed his cheek softly and when James asked why he did that, he said it was because Danish people give their 
friends goodnight kisses? Was it then? Was it when he'd whisper something to him in Danish, something he 
couldn't translate but recognized from many times before? Was it when he'd look at him that certain way, like 
he was the entire world? Was it when they met and Lars couldn't stop smiling at him, even though James 


never so much as looked at him or spoke to him? Or, was it when Lars had called him back, despite it all? 


It crashed down on James like a fucking avalanche. Lars was head over heels in love with him and had been 
since they became friends. For ten years, Lars had felt this way, had tried to date but ultimately couldn't put 
his heart in it. It was why he'd quietly given up on dating while he watched James go through his share of 
girlfriends. 


He lost count of the buildings. All he could think about as he was pulled up into a red traffic light was Lars 
sitting by his side, years ago, running his cool hand over the guitarists sweaty back, calming him down. It was 
the night Cliff died. They were still shaken up, literally and figuratively. Kirk had cried himself to sleep after his 
checkup and lay reclined across from them on a cold, sterile hospital bed. James was fine, but even though 
Lars had to get a cast for his broken foot, there he was, trying to ease James’ shakes. His eyes were 
bloodshot from crying and exhaustion, James' dry. He glanced over at Lars, noted the dead expression on his 
face, and hadn't overlooked the fact that he'd been stroking his back slowly and firmly for the past hour, 
almost trance-like, despite probably needing comfort and rest himself. Gingerly, James hooked his arm around 
Lars, pulling him close, stirring him from his reverie. Lars hesitated, but eventually leaned into the embrace 


and wrapped his arm around James’ waist in return. 


"You okay, little buddy?" James asked softly despite himself, his cheek snug against Lars’ tangled, but soft hair. 


Lars gave a watery sigh as a response and nodded. 
"|. Yeah. | guess. l'm not really processing it. It doesn't seem real.” 


"Maybe it's not," James mumbled, closing his eyes at the new warmth. "Maybe we'll wake up tomorrow and it 


will be a dream." 
Lars was quiet for a few beats. 
"As long as you're still there when | wake up," he said in a very small voice. 


James didn't think too much about it then. He also didn't think too much about it when Lars added: "I love you, 


James." He simply said, "Love you too," and began to drift to sleep against the cold, sterile hospital wall. 


Was it then? 


Silence 


Author's Notes: 
I\'m stopping here for right now, but there is more to come. 


What was left of the evening was now filtering through the thick curtains as a pale gold glow. 


Lars rolled onto his side, away from the ambient light as best he could Even now at near b, he hadn't changed 
out of his jeans and Sabbath shirt-a shirt James had complimented once and even borrowed, which is why he 


wore it that day for good luck-and hadn't moved much at all since he got back to his apartment. 


Even when he closed his eyes, all he could see was James, not looking at him. James, silently denying what Lars 
had felt inside for so long. And the more he thought about it, the more it hurt. The more he decided that he 
probably would never love anyone else that way again. For all of his adult life, it had been James. From l8, and 


now to 21, it had only been James. 


If Id told him sooner, coulda saved me the trouble, he thought bitterly. And despite his trying, his mind kept 
drifting back to the beginning of the day. 


It had been a long time coming. He'd been thinking and thinking and thinking about ways to tell James that he 
had loved him since the day he met him, or if he even should. 


But last night, his mind was made up. He'd spent some time with James at a bar, off the cuff, and just the 
two of them. With every minute that passed, Lars came closer and closer to a decision. Every smile and dumb 


joke, he longed more and more for his friend 


He doubted James felt the same. After all, he was straight. But Lars always thought he was straight, too, until 
the right person came along; everything he loved in a person, though he happened to be another man. And so 
he thought, maybe there were exceptions. Maybe he could be that exception if he was everything James loved 
in a person He imagined it was there in the times James hugged hin, held him, said "I love you" to him. 
Whether he was fabricating the chemistry in his wishful heart, he didn't know. And there was only one way to 
find out. 


/ love him, Lars said to himself in the mirror the next morning. / really love him and this deserves a chance. 
He took a long shower with all kinds of stupid soaps. Shaved his face, combed his hair very carefully, it was 


getting longer. Took a long time picking an outfit. Decided on his favorite, nicest looking jeans and a Black 


Sabbath shirt James used to borrow, as if seeing it again would spark some old feelings in him. He even put on 


a little cologne. He felt confident.. Excited. 

This would be the day he's been waiting ten long years for. 

He tried to imagine how the day could end. Let his mind wander to a good ending, one where James was in his 
arms. Or it could go the other way, and James would say no thanks, but a weight would be lifted. Either way, 
today had to be the day. 


The closer he got to the studio, the more his hands began to tremble. The fear and negativity started 
creeping in. What was worse than no? He couldn't think of anything. Still he drove on, determined to try. 


He arrived, late as usual, but slightly less so. Someone had even joked that he was early, for a drummer, even 


though everyone else was already there. 
James was already there. 


He hadn't seen Lars yet, turned to face a mic as he looked over a lyric sheet. From where he stood, he could 


see black scribbles where James had done some last minute adjustments. It was an excuse to talk to him alone. 


"Hi," he said evenly, despite his heart racing in his chest. James craned his head around to meet Lars' eyes as 
he approached. "Hey, Ulrich," James responded with a slight grin 


"Let me see?" he asked, gesturing towards the paper. James handed it over. 

"Yeah, | changed some things around. What do you think?" 

Lars looked at the paper but didn't read. It was just the two of them in the booth. Now, he could do it now. 
But, well, his voice would probably shake like his hands were, and James hadn't said anything about the old 
shirt.. It could probably wait. 

"Looks good," he simply stated, and patted James on the back lightly as he exited the booth. 


Fuck. Fucking wuss. Fuck, he cursed inwardly as he shut the door. 


Later. He'd do it later, after James’ vocal tracks. That way he could listen to that amazing voice to calm his 


nerves. 


The day progressed slowly with Lars putting his confession off later and later. As per usual, James’ parts had 
gone smoothly and were almost done. Then would come Lars' parts, and he'd be too wired after that to say 


anything. 


He sat in the small lounge with a beer to try and unwind during some downtime where the engineers were 


working their cryptic technological magic and didn't need anyone yet. 


James had run off to the bathroom and, well, he couldn't exactly follow him in and confess his love there, it 
was just poor form. And Jason had invited everyone to look at something or other he'd done to his stupid car- 
fucking yawn-so he knew James would be all over that. That left him no time before his recording sessions to 


get James alone. 


As he sat on the sagging leather sofa thinking of what to do, footsteps disturbed his thoughts. He looked up to 


see James walking in, and his heart skipped a beat. 
"James. |, uh. Weren't you gonna go look at Newkid's car?" 
James shrugged and leaned against the wetbar across from Lars. 


"| got done takin’ a piss and went to look for him, but apparently he went to take Kirk and that fucker Bob on a 
joyride down the strip." 


Lars chuckled uncomfortably. 

"Yeah? When'll they be back?" 

"Fuck knows," James replied, grabbing a beer from the mini-fridge and returning to his perch. Taking a moment 
to pop it open and take a hearty drink, he sighed and said, "Long enough to have a fuckin’ drink with you, 
hopefully," he added. Lars' heart fluttered at that. "Feel like I've been doing nothing all week but recording, 
sleeping, and more recording. Last night was the only time I've had off." 


"Yeah, well. Someone's gotta do the work around here," he replied, waiting for his courage to show itself. 


"Sometimes | feel like it's overrated, this rockstar shit," James said with a joking grin. That grin would be the 


death of Lars. 


Just the two of them, a couple of beers, and some alone time. If ever there was an opportunity, this was it. 


He cleared his throat, almost dramatically. 

Do it Do it now 

"Hey, James?" 

The blond turned his attention from the decor around the room fully to Lars at the sound of his name. 


"Huh." 


Its now or fuckin’ never. 


His hands began to shake so he stuffed them in his pockets. 
"There's something | need to tell you." 


It felt so final, just saying that. Any made up bullshit he could say to save himself would sound so lame after 
that, so he'd have to go with the truth. 


He now had James’ full attention. 
"I just have to say it” 


He could feel his heart banging against his chest and the roar of his blood in his ears. He wondered where all 


his saliva went when his mouth dried out. He swallowed hopelessly. 

"Spit it out, twerp," James said, his curiosity winning above all else. 

A last minute question ran through Lars’ head, almost a dying thought-this is it-Are you willing to risk it? 
Despite his trembling hands, his throat threating to close up, his nervous sweat, his stomach doing thousands 
of somersaults per microsecond and the dizzying rush of blood from his hammering heart making him 
lightheaded, he knew that the answer, from the start, was yes. For ten years, it had been yes. 

Nothing could be worse than no. 

"James." He began, pausing to meet his eyes. He quickly looked away. 


Nothing could be worse than no. 


| have feelings for you. .| have for a long time and | want to tell you that they're not just as a friend. | don't 


know what it means, but.." He didn't dare look at James now. 

‘lm in love with you." 

It was like the moment just after you light a fuse and wait for the aftermath. The dead silence before a 
detonation. Lars would have closed his eyes if it wouldn't have made him look so afraid, so he just held his 
breath. A ten-year fuse that he finally lit, and all he could do was wait. 

But it didn't detonate. 


There was no noise. 


He looked up at James. When their eyes met, James shifted his to the floor. It was quiet for a long, long time. 


"James?" 


He said nothing and kept his eyes on that same spot on the floor as if it were going to do anything. Then 


another few minutes passed, or was it an eternity? Lars had lost track. 
"James." 


Nothing detonated; in fact, the fuse had failed entirely. He realized then that there was something worse than 


no. 


It was the silence. 


He didn't know how he stayed there for the extra few minutes in that deafening quiet as he felt himself 
imploding. He didn't know how he pulled himself from gravity's force to stand and he sure didn't know how he 


managed to stay on his trembling legs and walk out of the room. 


He stumbled through the hallways, ducking into the bathroom. The lock rattled violently as he tried to pry it 
closed with his shaking hands. Heat flooded his cheeks and simmered; his heart felt like it dropped into his 
stomach and his stomach dropped three feet to the ground. There maybe should have been tears but 
something was holding them back. He had to wonder if his brain had caught up yet. Maybe it was the new void 
in his chest that held it back. 


All he knew was that he couldn't focus on drumming like this, focus on the intricate times and syncopations 
and everyone watching him while he laid down his tracks. He just couldn't. So he would go home. He would take 


a sick day. 


He found himself slinking out of the bathroom like a kid who did something he knew he shouldn't have, and 


made for the exit. But as much as he wanted to disappear, he had to tell someone he was leaving. 
Kirk. He heard Kirk in the small kitchenette making his weird tea. 


He slipped in and told him he was leaving without saying why. Kirk didn't ask That was that. 


When Lars opened his eyes, the room was black. Faint static flickered across his vision before it focused on 
the outline of his nightstand. He craned his neck to read the time. It was Il at night, and he sighed deep and 
slow. Forced out the thoughts of holding James in his arms by this time, like he had hoped for earlier in the 
day. His arms were empty as they lay uselessly in front of him. 


A black haze of sleep began returning to him until it was dissipated by the piercing ring of his telephone. His 


eyes snapped open at the same time his heart sped up, bringing out a throbbing headache in his temple. 
Fuck, he thought, Who the fuck is. 


As he raised himself up on an elbow to reach for the receiver, he cursed the small and desperate part of him 


that hoped it was James. When he answered, he felt bad for being disappointed that it was just Kirk. 
"So what was up with you today?" 


Lars sighed audibly and massaged the bridge of his nose, seriously considering hanging up and unplugging the 
wire. Talking about it was the last thing he wanted to do. 


"Look, Kirk, | don't .. I'm fine. It's almost twelve." 

"So? You feeling all right? You usually never sleep before twelve." 

"Kirk. Not right fuckin’ now. Please." 

"Okay, man. ls it cool if | come over?" 

Lars paused, wondering if he really just said that. Did this jackass not understand social cues? 

"Seriously? l'm not in the mood for this.” 

"Just for a little bit," Kirk offered, "And not to talk Just to hang out. Maybe we could go somewhere." 

"Kirk—" 

"I know where you live," Kirk said with laughter in his voice as Lars heard the receiver click. 

Well, not much he could now do to stop the eccentric guitarist from visiting. As he lied back in his bed, staring 


at the ceiling, he felt a little grateful for the company. He enjoyed the enveloping darkness and quiet for a little 
longer. Today had changed things, he realized, and he wondered if he should have said anything at all. 


The heavy clatter of billiard balls just barely overpowered the shitty music in the bar; it was Mötley Crue or 


Poison or something equally grating to Lars’ nerves. He focused on the noise. 
Clack 


The hum of a ball rolling across the table. 


Dunk 

It missed. 

What a stupid game. 

He felt Kirk's hand clap his shoulder as the guitarist-the other guitarist-sat down with two glasses. 

"Take your vitamins," Kirk laughed, downing some of his. 

What a lame thing to say. Lars drank anyway. 

The billiard balls clattered on through the right. Lars felt okay, not too good or not too bad, but the unstable 
state in between. He picked at his fingernails inbetween sips and wondered if he'd ruined their dynamic; his and 
James’, the band's, everything. 

Kirk kept coming back with drinks. The more Lars drank, the less he thought. 

It was good, not thinking. Sometimes, it was important. 

Kirk never asked him about what happened in the studio, even though something definitely had. He never asked 
him about James. Just made comfortable small talk when prompted and offered himself as the perfect drinking 


companion of the moment. 


Silence. Yeah, sometimes silence is okay. 


It Tears Me 


Author's Notes: 
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The next time Lars saw James, he guessed that James decided to pretend that nothing had ever happened. 
Good. So had he. 


Could've gone worse. 


And | Bleed 


The traffic was congested, even at Il at night. There was nothing to do but shoot the shit. 


Lars topped up his drink. Well, it was gin on top of whiskey, but he was starting to hate that whiskey shit 


anyway. They had more options now. 
Lars leaned back and smoothed out his pants over his thighs. 


Whiskey reminded him of James anyway. Truth be told, lots of things did But the way James liked whiskey 


more than anything Lars’ parents had at the house always stuck with him. 
He sighed, exasperated, tired of always thinking of James when James probably wasn't thinking of him. 


Fortunately, not much had changed between them since he chose to pretend Lars had never told him how he 
felt. 


Whether the urge to vomit came from the booze or his own upturned feelings, Lars didn't want to think about. 


He turned to Kirk. 

"You ever feel like.. Something that happened never really happened?" 

"| think | know what you mean Like, | feel like | was never in that bus crash" 
Lars paused. Sometimes Kirk got a little dark when he drank 


"Yeah. Like that. Sometimes | forget | ever told James-" Kirk doesn’t know "-um, told James when my birthday 


is." 
"What, ‘d he forget again?" 
No, not this time. 


"Yeah, | mean | get it's around Christmas, but. Whatever." 


"Eh, forget him," Kirk mumbled, sucking on a cigar. Lars stared at the black fingernails as Kirk shook the ashes 
off. 


It was quiet except for the car tires crawling outside their limousine. 


Lars watched hazily as Kirk wiggled his labret piercing with his tongue. He giggled. 


"What?" Kirk asked, turning to him. 

"Nothing. Your lip thing. It's funny.” 

"Funny?" He pretened to be hurt, then wiggled it some more, earning another laugh. 
"Why'd you get it?" 

Kirk shrugged. "I just wanted to." 

"Did it hurt?" 

"No. It was like when you get your ears pierced. There's pinching but that's it” 
"Maybe I'll get another one." 

"Another piercing?" 

"Yeah. | don't know where." 

"Get one in your lip, its pretty much painless." 

"Fuck no. I'll look like you." 

"Get your nose pierced." 

"Remember when James had his pierced?" 

"Huh?" He laughed. "Oh, yeah. For a day." 

"lm not piercing my nose." 

"Well, you could always pierce your dick" 

"Fuck that." 

"Gee Lars, you're running out of body parts then" 


Lars was silent as he thought, chewing on his lip. A very bad idea suddenly came to him, so he thought he'd 


entertain it. 


| know one | might get" 


Cartoons seemed to get stupider, and then funnier again, the older James got. Or maybe they got funnier the 


drunker he got. He chuckled when a cat got whacked by his own contraption designed to catch a mouse. 


He watched on dumbly, completely exhausted by the day. He'd spent almost all of it in the studio, draining his 


creative energy, working on music they'd never created or even played before. 


The mouse-was it a rat?-stuck his tongue at the cat, and James laughed, imagining it flipping the cat its 
middle finger. 


James chuckled hoarsely to himself. He flipped the tv. off. 

Turning onto his side, the music permeated his thoughts like a crawling red snake, slithering around his brain. 
Sometimes recording the same things over and over and over again got repetitive, but it still sounded fresh to 
him. He imagined the red snake twisting around his brain slowly in circles. They might be onto a new sound 
here. 

His mind floated serenely atop an alcohol induced haze, lulled further by that rolling guitar riff he'd written 
that day. He could still see it and feel it as it came together in his head. The red snake started to melt as he 
drifted further into sleep, looking like blood, like a vein, bleeding- 


His phone ringing pierced his thoughts and the snake dissipated into red vapor as he opened his eyes. Fuck, that 
was loud. And fucking annoying. Who the fuck was calling him at fucking three am.- 


"What the fuck? he answered 

"James, hey," Lars slurred. James rolled his eyes 

"How drunk are you? Its fucking Three. A. M' 

"Wake you up? Sorry. You'll never guess what I just did" 
'Get the shit beat out of you?" 

"No, IH" 

"Well that's too bad" 

"Shit, James, you're no fucking fun" 


He thought he heard Lars’ voice waver, but then he snorted. 


"Whatever, I'll let you get back to your nap." Lars chuckled but it sounded flat. 
"Wait-" 


Dial tone. Lars had hung up. James groaned very audibly, sinking down into his back. Stupid fucker wasting his 


time. It was probably something dumb. He would use any excuse to call 

Because he loves you 

James squeezed his eyes shut. 

It was always there, in the back of his head, hovering. 

Things between them had mostly gone back to normal, but it was always there, shadowing his thoughts. 
Because he loves you and you said nothing 

Sometimes he would forget what Lars said for a little while. Sometimes they would joke and laugh together like 
old times. But sometimes, James would catch that look, the one Lars had given him since they met. The look 
Lars didn't mean for him to see, the look Lars didn't know he was projecting so obviously. Or, sometimes, Lars 
would do the opposite; James could see quiet resentment in his eyes Lars didn't know he was showing. It was all 
in the way that he would fall silent around James, how his eyes found the floor and stayed there, anywhere 
but James’. It was in the bitter shortness of his voice. The defensiveness. 

James sighed. 

The red snake came back and danced behind his eyelids like it was being charmed by the riff that he couldn't 
get out of his head. It sounded good. It sounded a little like how he felt. His guilt over Lars piled on top of 
everything else he'd accumulated over the years. There was a lot of shit swirling around in his brain, in his 


blood. Like he needed to be cut open.. 


Bloodletting, he remembered suddenly; that's what they used to do to try and cure someone, get the bad blood 
out, let it bleed. 


In his mind, the snake lunged at him. Bit him and he felt a little pressure being released. He watched himself 
slowly bleed, and it felt good. He needed a good fucking bleeding. 


Bleeding me. 


He sighed. The riff had an image, a name in his head. He played it again and again, and he could imagine blood 
dripping along the red snake's fangs. 


He was excited to get back in the studio, but his body was not. He had new ideas, but for now .. 


F | Had a Choice 


"Catch you later," Jason said with a wave as he let the door fall closed behind him. 

"Yup," James mumbled to a closed door. He glanced over to the bulky drumkit, eyeing Lars from behind his 
myriad of cymbals. Lars was focused on some piece of paper, some document, something Lars only cared 
about. Thank fuck for that, though. 

He watched carefully, thinking, making sure Lars wouldn't catch him looking. 


James wondered if he should bring up that phone call from a few nights ago. 


He looked away; he thought Lars was looking over at him, but he was only shaking his head at something. 
James looked back 


He studied the drummer's new hair cut. Well, he'd had it for a little while now, but he was still trying to get 
used to the new shortness of it. It made him look a little different, more grown up. You could see his eyes 
better; the long lashes, their big bright shape and deep green irises- 

"What?" Lars asked. 

James looked away, not even realizing that Lars had glanced at him and caught him staring. 

James cleared his throat loudly. 

"Uh, what did you do, that one night?" 

"What?" 

"You called me a while ago, really late.. Said you did something, but then you hung up." 

Oh Yeah Lars' hand twitched, but he resisted the urge to bring it to his piercing. 

He was hoping to stall it for as long as possible. He was actually hoping that he and his nipple could fade into 
obscurity, and no one would ever know. He couldn't be held responsible for decisions he made when he was 
drunk. But he knew James, and he knew that he was probably still irritated over that phone call, and that he 
was the type to pry. When it came to Lars, at least: 


Oh, just.. | mean, | was pretty drunk, and l.. | just got a piercing, that's all” 


James' face was blank for a moment. 


"That's it?" 
Lars shrugged. 


James shook his head and crossed his arms, leaning up against the wall. He glanced at Lars' ears but saw the 


same amount of rings as usual. 
"Where?" 


Shit. Lars was hoping that was the end of it. He couldn't exactly lie, since that could be disproven just by 
looking at him. He'd have to tell the truth, and someone would see it later anyway, 


He shrugged again. "My nipple." 

He saw James stare for a second, then blink twice. 
"What?" 

"What! You asked." 

"You pierced your fucking nipple?" 

"Yes, okay? Don't act like you've never gotten pierced." 


"Not my fucking nipple." James scoffed, or laughed, Lars couldn't tell. "That's something a chick does. What, you 
pierce your fuckin’ belly button, too?" 


"No. Fuck off" Lars crossed his arms. 

"Jesus," James mumbled, turning away. If Lars got a better look, he'd think James' cheeks were red. 

"You need to stop hanging out with Kirk," James called from the console he had wandered over to. 

"Whatever. We gonna fuckin’ record this shit or not?" 

"Yeah." James was still turned around for a few seconds, tapping his fingers on the wood. He cleared his throat. 
Without turning back, he asked, "Can | see it?" 

Lars definitely felt his cheeks flush. Luckily James still wasn't facing him. He swallowed thickly. 


"You wanna see it?" He saw James shrug. 
g 


He took a shaky breath; maybe James just wanted to make fun of him, maybe he was just curious. Lars shook 
his head. Obviously he was just curious to see what a nipple piercing looked like on a guy. James slowly 


approached him and Lars nodded. "| guess." 


James stopped in front of the kit, seemingly unsure of where to stand. Lars nodded for him to sit in the 
plastic chair beside his drum stool. He did. 


"Its still kinda sore," Lars said quietly as he turned to face James. James didn't say anything but stared the 
Mercyful Fate logo on the drummer's chest. 


Lars' eyes flickered to James' face, before he slowly pulled the hem of his shirt up. James' face was stony. 


Lars winced the slightest bit as the fabric was pulled up and away from his nipple, revealed to the cold air, 
pulled tight. He hazarded another glance to James’ face. 


From here, he could see that his cheeks were flushed the slightest bit. 
"Was it, like, painful?" 
"A little. | mean, I'm not gonna get the other one pierced." He laughed but it was awkward in the quiet. 


James looked up at him, then away, quickly. Hesitantly, he began to raise his hand, and Lars didn't have time to 


think of a reason James would be raising his hand before- 

James brushed his thumb slowly over the nipple, catching the piercing slightly. 

"Shit," Lars barely whispered as he jerked slightly at the touch. He could see James bring his gaze up to him. 
"Did that hurt?" He asked quietly. 

"Well, not that much, | mean, it's still a little sore, but it's-" 


James did it again. Lars cursed again. James ran his palm over it and Lars exhaled sharply through his nose, 


the better alternative To a moan 

"Hey, don't ." Lars began but didn't have the resolve to continue. 

"I heard it makes it more sensitive, that true?" James asked, still quiet, his eyes trained on the piercing. 

"l-I guess so, | mean-shit," Lars murmured softly when James didn't stop his motions. He rubbed slow circles 


over Lars’ piercing with his thumb and let his fingers skate over Lars’ ribcage on the opposite side, stroking 


his skin with the backs of his knuckles. 


"James?" Lars asked quietly after a few seconds, his fingers shaking slightly as they gripped the hem of his 
shirt. 


"Hm," James mumbled, not meeting his eyes, keeping his head down as he watched what he was doing. 

Lars sighed deeply, feeling his back arch and his chest push into James’ hands. He didn't say anything further. 
"Did Kirk make you do it?" James said with an unreadable tone. 

"No." 

"So you just-" 

"Yeah" Lars hissed when James pinched his pierced nipple gently. 

James pulled his hands away and placed them on his thighs, sitting back, still not meeting Lars’ eyes. 

"Huh," James said, his voice still low as he watched Lars pull his shirt down slowly. 


Lars kept his face down, noticeably red A muscle in his temple twitched as he clenched and unclenched his jaw, 


a slight crease in his brow. 


James stood and walked back to the console but Lars still didn’t look at him, his eyes glued to his hands that 
sat fidgeting in his lap. 


What the fuck? What the fuck? What the.. 


"Okay, so | guess let's start back from the end of that solo," James said, his voice even, plain, as if he hadn't 
just.. 


"Fuck," Lars whispered to himself as he stood and scooted his stool closer to the kit, glancing at the exit a few 
times before he picked up his sticks. 


He nailed the take on his first try. It was a little raw, it was very aggressive; it was perfect. 


"Woah," James said once they had gathered around the mixing table, his eyes planted on the various dials that 
sat in front of him as he listened to a playback of the tape. "That should be the one" 


Lars, who stood behind James’ chair with his arms crossed impatiently, let out a small huff. 
"Good. Then l'm going home." 


"What?" James bit, turning around in his chair to glare at Lars, but Lars was already on his way out. "We still 


gotta mix Jason's part-" 


"You know how to do it," Lars bit back, standing in front of the open door; though he cursed inwardly at the 


petulant tone of his voice. He managed to close the door before he heard James’ footsteps reach him. 


Assuming James would give up when the door was shut in his face, Lars floated down the hall towards the 


exit, home free. So he thought. 

"Hey," James yelled from the door. "Fucker, wart" 

Lars didn't stop walking, but his pace slowed 

'Lars," James yelled again as he caught up to Lars in only a few long strides. "What the fuck?" 
"Just fucking do it yourself!" Lars yelled as he spun to face James, staring him down 


James would have laughed if he wasn't confused and pissed off, laughed at the image of Lars standing there, 
almost a head shorter, giving him that angry and defiant look. He dared James to do anything. 


"You know we're supposed to do this shit together," James grumbled, his resolve faltering for a second at the 


indignation in Lars' eyes. 


"Yeah? | don't care. You can handle it" And he turned back around, only making it a few steps when James 


yelled again. 
"Are you mad ‘cause | fuckin’.. touched you?" 
That would have been comical if they both weren't so pissed off. 


"What the fuck?" Lars said, turning again and recovering the few steps to stand in front of James. "You're 


serious?" 

James shrugged. "| just wanted to .. See what it felt like," James said, aware of how weak it sounded. 

"So you can just fucking.. You can fuck around with me on your terms, but if | decide | want to just tell you 
something about." He chewed on his lip waiting for the words. "About how | feel, you can just fucking ignore it 


and pretend | never said anything?" 


He looked at the ground, at his and James’ feet. He felt stupid for dragging out an old issue, felt stupid for 
talking about feelings at all, but it had been plaguing him for years. James wanted to play? Fucking fine. 


There was a beat or two of silence. James didn't move, from what Lars could see. 


Finally, James said, " Thats what this is fucking about?" 

Lars' eyes shot up. He looked in time to see James roll his eyes. 
"Yes," he said firmly, though he was shaking a little inside. 
James sighed. "Jesus, Lars, that was, what, ten years ago?" 


"five," Lars hissed, not even a second later, feeling that sensation of anger boiling to the top. "It was fucking 


five years ago and just because you've fucking forgotten doesn't mean / have." 


James gave him a blank look, and Lars hated that face. He couldn't hope to read it. He didn't let up, the fire 
inside still raging on 

"Is it so fucking hard to say something? ls it so hard to say, ‘no fucking thanks’? At least to have the decency 
to fucking acknowledge it?" His eyes never left James’, whose eyes now flickered to the floor. "I've felt that 
way since.. God, | feel fucking stupid for it, but since | fucking met you. Twelve, thirteen.. Fucking fourteen 
years, James. I've been keeping that shit to myself for 14 fucking years, so how fucking dare | bring it up once 


or twice." 


James still stood there with that infuriating look on his face. It wasn't even a look. Lars felt tears threatening 


so he decided to cut it short. He spun around quickly and started walking off. 


"Trust me. If | could have chosen some other asshole to fall in love with, it wouldn't have been you," he yelled 


in a strained voice once his back was turned. 

A sudden quiet fell upon the hallway as Lars walked off. 

This time, the silence didn't hurt as much. It almost felt nice after all the yelling. He could hear his every step 
in detail as he got closer to the door. He wondered, his voice so loud in his head, how the band would recover 
from this one. But he knew that silence was the answer. He and James always chose to end arguments by not 
finishing them. Sure, it caused tension, but tension was a small price to pay for a somewhat cohesive band 
that could still get records together and tour. 

His hand clutched the doorknob. 

"Who?" 

Lars stopped, unsure at first if that was really James’ voice. It sounded small 


"Who would you choose?" 


It was James’ voice, but why? What did he think he'd gain from dragging this out? Lars wondered to himself 


as he stood there, halfway out the door. 
"Kirk?" James asked. 


Lars’ fists tightened. 


"Fuck you," he said just loud enough for James to hear as he shut the door behind him. 


Some Distractions 


"| hate James." 


Lars' voice was loud in the quiet bathroom. Music thumped sluggishly along outside, held back by a dirty 


wooden door. 
"I thought you loved him," Kirk said before he stuck his face into a pile of white powder. 
There was a pause as a sharp sniff filled the cramped stall. 


‘| used to," Lars replied after a long stretch of silence, sitting back against the plastic wall and swiping his 


forearm across his nose. He sniffed a few times, then sighed. 


Kirk sat back on his heels, sniffing just like Lars. He blinked a few times then pinched his nose with two fingers. 
Lars eyed the small new stud in the side of Kirk's nose. 


Kirk looked at him. "I think you still love him." 
Lars dropped his gaze to the cruddy tiles beneath their feet. Picked out the teal and white pattern someone 
had halfassed long ago whenever the club opened. Or maybe it was newer than the club. Lars wondered how 


much shit and puke they were sitting in 


He reached for the credit card and sat up, ignoring the heavy wooden door opening and someone walking in. He 


waited until the door closed, shutting out the terrible bouncing music so he could be heard. 


lm trying not To." 


Responsibility 


Author's Notes: 
Little note that is relevant-in Danish, lækker means (|) delicious or tasty, but | found that the Danish also use 


it to mean (2) hot, sexy, desirable. This is important, | promise. 


Lars' words echoed in James' head endlessly that night. The whole drive from the studio to his house, James 


couldn't think of anything else. 


He tried to backtrack and make sense of his jumble of feelings. Nothing was clearly discernable from the other 


and his brain felt like the aftermath of a hurricane. 


No matter how hard he tried or how long he drove-until grey building and glimmering traffic light became tall 
dark trees and he could see the stars-he could still remember every single word Lars had said earlier that 


day. 


The memory he had of Lars' face as he reminded him just how long he'd struggled with his feelings had still 
hovered right in front of his mind's eye. Every word seeped deep into the folds of his brain, they felt like a 
carousel, spinning over and over and over, dizzying, making him sick. The last thing Lars had said to him was 
Fuck you. |f he crashed his truck right now and died in a mess of glass and steel and fire, Lars’ last words to 


him would have been Fuck you 
And rightly so. 


The further he found himself swimming into the blanket of black sky and stars up above, the more his 
adrenaline cooled. He could even relax a little. He could think. He lost himself in memories out there in a rural 


California night. 


It was around 1985, before the bus accident. It was fall or winter because he remembered it being cold outside. 


They were in Denmark, recording an album. It was James' first time being there, so Lars was excited to show 
him around. Kirk and Cliff had never been, either, but most of the time they opted to stay in and smoke weed 
when the band wasn't actually recording. Part of him wanted to stay in, Too, but the way Lars' face lit up 
when he'd tell him about his favorite things to do in Denmark had James a little curious. 


The day was starting to end and there were less people on the streets. He noticed a lot of bicycles, walking 


behind Lars as he led him around the city. 


"Wanna rent a tandem bike?" He asked James, grinning, and he said he'd sooner be run over by one. 


"God, James, there are so many things to do here," he said, slowing down so James could catch up. He wrapped 


his hands around his arm. "We should come here when we're not recording.” 


James could tell just by looking at him that he'd really missed Denmark; especially when he ran up to people 
just to talk to them in Danish. 


He shrugged. "Maybe some day. Its fucking cold though." 

Lars looked up at him and grinned. "You're cold? You wanna go get something to eat?" 

He shrugged again. 

Lars dragged him into a small pastry shop after carefully scanning a few others on the street: 


It was warm inside and smelled sweet. James instantly forgot he was ever cold as he watched Lars step to the 


glass display and smile like a kid. 


"Kringle!" He said as he turned to James with one of the biggest grins he'd ever seen on him. If James had 
known that whatever this kringle stuff was made Lars so happy, he'd have stocked up on it. 


A few hours later, the sun had gone down, but Lars procured a bottle of something he wouldn't tell James 
anything about. By the time they had gotten back to the hotel, he'd given up, unless he wanted to hear him 
say “just wait" five more times. 


They passed Kirk and Cliffs room through a wall of weed smoke. He followed Lars to the room they shared. 


Lars plopped down on his bed and told James to follow. He did, and watched as Lars pulled out the brown bottle 
and two glasses from the bar in the satchel he'd been carrying. 


"You ever tried any bitters?" 

"What the fuck is that?" 

He laughed. "It's a kind of alcohol. This is called Gammel Dansk. Old Danish. " 
James’ ears perked at ‘alcohol! He took the glass that was handed to him. 


It looked a little.. sludgy, and smelled strange. He swirled it around in the glass and watched it make a slight film 
on the edges. "What's in it?" 


Lars shrugged. "I'm not sure, it's kind of a secret recipe." 


James took a deep breath and sipped some. He didn't know what to really make of it 
"What proof?" 

Lars looked at the label. "38%" 

"38%? Huh," he said, drinking the rest of it 


He had a few more glasses before he decided to switch to whiskey. He didn’t think Lars was offended, in fact, 
he figured he was happy to have that stuff to himself. 


It wasn't long before James felt the buzz kick in and he was laying serenely on his back, staring at the ceiling. 


"This is so weird," Lars said. "Being home, after everything that's happened in the last few years. Feels good. | 
just might start talking in Danish again." 


James chuckled and stretched his arms out. Hearing him speak in Danish was relaxing for some reason. He 


rudged him. "Say something, then" 

Lars turned his head towards him and seemed to be thirking for a few seconds. 
"Du er lækker" 

The way he didn't pull his eyes away from him made James curious. 

"What's that mean?" 

A small smile spread over his face. "Nothing" 


From this close, he could smell that weird Danish booze on Lars’ breath. James thought he'd managed to pick 


out a hint of citrus when he felt his warm lips cover his. 


He was too slow to pull away, sluggish from the alcohol and the feeling of his lips pushing into his, over and 
over again like a slow caress. Any thoughts he might have had were drowned out by the thrumming of his 
blood through his veins. 


He vaguely felt Lars come closer and tilt his head to coax James' lips into giving him more access. Even if he 
got the urge to move away, he didn't think he could've; not the way Lars’ fingers gripped his biceps, not when 
he realized that the heat sliding into his lips was his tongue. Something about it dared him to feel it out, to 
greet his tongue. He slid the tip of his tongue over Lars’, felt their mingled breath ghost over his chin. He 
sucked Lars’ bottom lip in between his and circled it with his tongue, grabbed it between his lips, his teeth, 
anything to feel more of his mouth. 


"What | said in Danish." he whispered onto his lips, "I said that | think you're fuckin’ hot." 


All James saw was black, with red sparks behind his eyelids, just lost in the feeling of Lars' tongue stroking his 
lips. He only barely registered a sound that was Lars letting out a soft moan Felt his fingers flush against the 
side of his neck to pull him closer; they tightened and James did the same, tightening his fingers on Lars’ 
shoulderblade and his others around the back of his neck His lips moved with James’, again and and again and 
again, kissing him feverishly. Suddenly it was like he was with him in that little shop again, warm, excited, with 
a foreign sweetness on his tongue, his fingers shaking from a sugar rush. he felt Lars’ fingers shake in his 


hair as he pulled him closer, devouring his tongue and lips like a pastry. "Lækker," he whispered again. 
Fuck, it was too much. He forced himself to pull away from Lars when he felt his dick start to throb. 


Lars' question came out in a quiet sigh, curiosity in his hooded eyes. James took the blame for it, said sorry, 


asked him if he could forget it happened. He seemed pretty surprised at what they'd just done and nodded. 


The day was over and they just laid in bed for a few hours, talking slowly and quietly like you do when you're 
good and drunk and finally warm. Lars' arm was wrapped around James’ waist and he just lay there and rested 
his head against Lars’. With his hand on his back he could feel his breathing start to slow and even out. It was 
his cue to start to drift off, too. He even did for a few minutes, lulled by his warmth and his breathing. In the 
back of James’ mind, he heard Lars’ voice, and it didn't register at first. But he opened his eyes, waking up 
fully, and stared at the ceiling. 


"James? You awake?" A pause. "I said, | love you," he repeated. 


James felt his heartbeat start to speed up. Lars’ tone.. it sounded too sincere, and hopeful, and vulnerable. 
James froze. He didn't know what to do. So he said nothing. 


"James?" Lars asked again, so quiet you could barely hear him. James pretend to be fast asleep. 
Lars gave the smallest of sighs and curled into James’ side. He fell asleep soon after. 


James didn't. 


He sat in his truck, suddenly remembering that night that had slipped away from him, and wondered why he 
enjoyed it so much then. He'd done more than that with chicks, yet the feeling that surfaced after all these 
years was different, warmer, more familiar. He slowly put two and two together; it was the same kind of 
warmth he felt around Lars when he least expected to, when Lars would hug him or kiss his cheek or just sit 
beside him. It was the warmth that James was too afraid to think too much about. It was warmth he missed 
even more in its absence, in the unbearable cold he felt when he saw that desperate look in Lars' eyes any 
time he begged him to just say something 


He thought about what Lars had said earlier that day, that he wouldn't have chosen him. He couldn't place 
why, but it hurt to hear Lars say that he wished he didn't love him. 


But, mostly, he marveled at the way he so painfully wanted that warmth back. 


He'd managed to put it off his mind for a while. Five years is a long time to contemplate something, and it's a 
long time to try-and fail-to ignore it. When you're spending your nights in an empty hotel bed, unable to sleep, 
its hard to get away from your thoughts. Sometimes he would let himself go there, to those places he was 
raised to think were wrong. He had kissed a man, had been turned on by a man, he even let himself think too 
long about that man. He was his best friend, his first real friend, and James had always assumed that the 
lingering warmth he felt when Lars was by his side was friendship. But the more and more friends he gained, 


the more he realized that the contentment, the inner peace, the need to be around him was something else. 
He suddenly inhaled sharply and exhaled a groan Indeed, sometimes his mind wandered there. 


Everything he felt being around Lars went against everything he was raised to believe. Hour after hour after 
endless hour of the pastor drilling into his brain what happened to those who sinned, explicitly detailing the 
hellish punishment to his young sponge of a brain left a very deep impression. Even as he grew older and his 
faith started slipping from him, those words stayed with him still. It was like being afraid of the dark when you 
know nothing is there. It was that maybe. And maybe was good enough. 


At least, he thought it was. Every time he felt himself stepping too far into that territory, he would remind 
himself, Sin Damnation. Hell It was a mantra that had anchored itself deep into his psyche and came out even 


long after he'd stopped going to church. 


But years of being a devout Christian Scientist came crashing down in the span of one night. Oh, he'd 
committed sins. Usually the same ones, without asking for forgiveness. He was far from a saint. But they'd 
only been mild up to that point. 


James tensed as the memory came filtering in. With the world blurred in front of his eyes as he sped down 


the winding road, he had nothing else to do. 


[186 was a bad, bad fucking year. What was left of it, at least. The suffocating smog that appeared around 
them stayed and bled into 1981, too. And what they saw as "betraying" Cliffs memory with a different guy 
who was pretty much a fan, fucked their morale and good. It wasn't Jason's fault, not ever. It took them a 
while to learn that. But things seemed to get better when they had a new target for their anger, until things 


got worse again. 


But the absolute worst time, the day that made them almost give up was the day right after the bus 


accident. 


The night, practically morning that it happened, they were too much in shock to understand. They thought they 
were asleep still, like they had never been woken up and it was all a twisted, grotesque nightmare. They were 
still numb, looking like fools with their sleepy, blinking eyes. 


James could remember Lars saying, /m not really processing if. It doesn't seem real 
All James could say was, Maybe its not. Maybe we'll wake up tomorrow and it will be a dream. 


They managed to snatch a few hours of sleep intermittently. When James woke up, Lars was out cold, leaned 


up against his arm and shoulder. He looked around; hospital. Lars. Kirk.. 
"Cliffe" 
He had meant to say it only in his head as he took a mental inventory of the damage. But Cliff.. 


"Shif," he hissed as he sat up, his brain and body still sluggish from exhausted slumber. He could feel an ache 
roll into his brain starting at his temple as his heart jumpstarted, his bleary vision pulsing with sparks in time 
with the heavy throb in his chest. He ignored Lars stirring beside him. 


"Fuck. Fuck. Fuck" was all he could say as he tried to move his aching body into a standing position 


"Huh?" Lars mumbled from somewhere very far away. Lucky him, lost in sleep, still no clue. Meanwhile James 
could feel his chest tighten, the sounds of shattering glass and groaning, gnarled metal twisting and crashing 


around in his brain. 
Shit, it really happened. 


He managed to stumble to his feet, covering the space of the small hospital room in a matter of seconds, 
trying blindly to make sense of things and figure out what to do. He stumbled past the curtain separating the 
two halves of the room and stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of Kirk sitting on the edge of the hospital 
bed, his elbows on his knees, a tired, blank, empty look in those eyes that always shined with mirth. James 
couldn't form a coherent thought, let alone say anything. He just stared like a disoriented victim. 


"You're awake," Kirk said quietly. "Doctor said we're good to go, but | wanted to let you guys sleep.” Kirk stood, 
so slowly. He added, "But | don't really know where we're supposed to go." 


James didn't know, either. The two of them just stared at each other, totally and utterly lost. He was still 
trying to wake up, Kirk trying to keep his mind afloat, and between the two of them they couldn't put together 


a next move. 


"We have to call management,” James heard another very quiet voice say from behind the curtain. Lars came 


around and he was rubbing his eyes vigorously. "We have to call them and tell them we're ready to go. We 


have to go home and deal with the press; We can take some time off but we're still in the middle of the tour." 


James dumbly watched Lars as he effortlessly put a plan together while being awake for a shorter amount of 
time than either he or Kirk had been. Lars' eyes were dull and yet James could see him shift into his business 
mode. The sight was comforting to him because he felt absolutely useless. 


From getting them a spot on a record to answering the hard questions in interviews.. how many times had he 
shifted the responsibilites to Lars? 


"So, what? Are we supposed to.." Kirk trailed off. 
"We need to find a bassist and finish the tour." 
Kirk seemed a little hurt. Understandably so. "But-" 


"| don't think Cliff would be happy if we let the fans down and pissed all his hard work away." Lars' voice was 
tired, but so firm. James felt odd about wanting to find a new bassist so soon, but compelled by Lars. 


Kirk glared at Lars for a few seconds before he turned to the door. "Right, good idea. Replace him before the 
body gets cold" The door slammed. 


Lars was too exhausted to do anything but rub his eyes. James wanted to say something. He wanted to tell 
Lars that he agreed with him. He wanted to cry but mostly he wanted to kill something. And drink. He just 
stood there and stared at the ground. 


Without wasting any more seconds, Lars made for the door. "So I'm gonna call them. I'll be in the lobby." He 


shut the door more softly than Kirk had. James did nothing but stand there. 


He had poked a million holes with his fork into the surface of the cold and gummy scrambled eggs that 
covered his plate by the time Lars put a hand on his shoulder and told him that they had a hotel booked for 
the night. He followed Lars and Kirk to the hospital's exit, not a bite to eat in his stomach. As he walked behind 
them, he noticed the cast on Lars’ foot for the first time and felt his stomach drop; he didn't give himself a 
chance to think about how much worse it could have been.. And how fruly lost he would be right now. Just slid 
into the backseat beside Lars and kept his eyes on the ground. 


The tension radiating from Kirk was thick as he opted to ignore the empty space in the back and sit with the 
driver he didn't know. Nobody said a word the whole trip. The longer they drove, the harder to ignore it 


became. 


Kirk slammed his car door as he got out and Lars snapped. 


When Lars snaps, it's not quite an explosion. Its more gradual, like a slow burn, but it melts all the same. 
Maybe Kirk didn't know, but James did. He could do nothing but watch as Lars almost seemed to chase Kirk 


down the corridor their rooms were in with every even step. 


They all got to their rooms, and James saw Lars follow Kirk into his room despite his protesting and slam it 


shut. Not even a second passed before he heard Lars’ voice pierce through the walls. 


After a while, it grew quiet. He heard the door open, then close. Then he heard a knock on his door and let 
Lars in. He sat down on his bed. 


"This shithole have anything to drink?" He was rubbing his eyes again 

James brought a few small bottles from the fridge over and joined him. 

"So." He sipped the vodka down like it was water. "Kirk was bitchy about it at first. But he wants to keep 
touring, too." Sip. "I think he's just taking it really hard. | don't know. But | want to keep touring, too. What about 
you?" James just nodded. "I don't want to do anything you don't agree with." He nodded again. He already knew. 
"Fuck, | don't want to call his parents.. Corinne.. You think | should call Dave?" 

James realized he hadn't started drinking yet. He remedied that, fast. 

"| don't know." 

| don't want them to find out from the news first.” 

"I'll call Dave." 


"You will?" 


He really only said that to get that look; to see Lars relieved just a little bit. Of course Dave was the last 
person James wanted to talk to at that moment. Maybe he could say he forgot later. 


"Yeah." 

Lars sighed. "Fuck. Okay. Let me down some more shit and I'll start making calls. No one knows anything yet. 
Management is waiting for a decision They've called my room about a thousand times now but they can 
fucking wait." 


"You want to go out?" James asked weakly. Lars stood before he even said yes. 


It was a while before Lars started on the calls. He was sufficiently buzzed and on his way to drunk when he 


pulled out a little beige leather-bound address book and sat down by the phone. 


"This one's going to be the worst." 
"Who?" 


"Ray and Jan" His eyes were already glossy with unshed tears. James sat beside him, silent. The phone rang. 


He slumped a little when it picked up. 


"Hey. H's Lars. l-yeah, we're in a hotel right now, it's not.. Hm? How is he? Um. Is Mrs. Burton with you? She 
is? l-yeah, tell her | said hi, too. Listen, l-Yeah, we're keeping warm. There's-Tell him what? Bass Guide 
Monthly came in? No, l.. | have some bad news. .. No, he's .." He swallowed. "There was an accident. He didn't 


make it." 
The whole world went quiet. James thought his heartbeat stilled to observe that moment of silence. 
"Bus accident. He-No. He's not. I'm so sorry.. l'm so sorry." 


Lars was on the verge of breaking down and James was ready to try and catch him, but he held it together 


to finish the call. 


"Last night. Yeah. If you-Huh? Oh. Okay. Do you want me to-? It's okay. Call when you can.. No, | can call her if 
you want, just take time for yourselves... | will. It's okay. No, its okay. Yeah. | will. You're welcome.. ..You, too. 


Okay. Bye." 


As soon as the phone returned to the hook, a wet sob rocketed up through Lars and burst and James could 
see his hands shaking. 


"Lars, I'll call Corinne." And he meant it. Anything to get that look off his face. 
"No," he said shakily, downing what was left of the small bottle. "H's okay." 


The night dragged on and James’ mind floated further and further away on a river of alcohol. His goal was to 
drown it. After the personal calls were made, Lars told their management that it was okay to do a press 
release, telling them that there would be a funeral first before any band business was taken care of- 
something he had happily compromised with Kirk on-And later James vaguely rememebered that he was 
supposed to call Dave. Oops. 


But finally, business was done. Lars went back to his own room and James tried to pass out. He tried 
everything; more pillows, more comfortable positions, more booze. But the more he drank, the more the fear 
and anger and confusion bubbled to the surface and before he knew what was happening, he was down on the 
street asking God what the fuck he'd done with Cliff. He guessed Lars had heard him, because he came running 


down to bring him back to his room. 


"Cliff," he slurred, out of his mind. "Cliff.. Where's Cliff?" 
"He's gone," Lars said softly as he weathered all of James’ weight to try and walk him back up safely. 
"Everyone leaves me," he said as Lars tucked him in 


"| won't leave you." He sat there next to him and brushed damp hair off of his face. He wanted so badly to 


believe him. 

"You don't know that," he murmured. 

"| won't leave if | can help it. I'll never leave." 

"My dad, all my friends, my mom, and now Cliff. Everyone leaves eventually.” 
"| won't." 


God, he was always so convincing. James stared up at him, at his sincere green eyes, deep and filled to the 
brim with concern He always knew what to say and do when James was so lost. The only person who could 


make him feel so safe. 


"Then promise." 
"| promise.” And damned if he didn't believe him. 


James reached his wobbly arms up and pulled Lars into a hug. Lars laid across his chest and hugged him back, 
and James gently pulled him into bed. He kissed the top of Lars’ head. Lars kissed his shoulder. James rolled 
them onto their sides and waited only a moment before kissing his lips, and Lars kissed back, and it was all 
James needed to gain the courage to continue to kiss him and never stop. He didn't really know what he was 


doing, but at the same time, felt like it was all he knew how to do. 


When kissing his lips stopped being enough he buried his face against Lars' hot neck and kissed him there. When 
he kissed all of his neck he peeled his shirt off and kissed his shoulders. Kissed his chest. Kissed his quivering 
stomach and before he could try to remember his own name, they had undressed each other and James 
wanted more, so much more. He wanted to pin him down and never let him leave. He was selfish and needy 


that way but he knew Lars needed him just as bad. 


They touched each other, stroked desparately, James nipped and bit him all over in an attempt to swallow him 
up and Lars licked every inch of his skin but it still wasn't enough. All it took was one glance, a small nod, and 
before James knew it, he was rummaging through the hotel bathroom for a travel size bottle of lotion and 

climbing back into bed with Lars. He rubbed his hands all over James’ back, his shoulders, everywhere he was 


starved for the touch and attention of another human who gave a fuck about who he really was. 


All James could remember was how hot it was under those sheets and how he was slipping everywhere and 
didn't know what he was doing but all of a sudden everything felt so good and he didn't want to stop. All he 
could hear was Lars' labored breathing in his ear and the quiet grunts that melted into soft moans and James 
suddenly realized that he was causing him to make those noises and wanted more of it. Lars was holding on so 
tight and his rhythm felt so good moving with his and James never knew he could come so loud. 


And Lars kissed him again and again and he never knew that the bratty, spoiled control freak that started 


fights with him over the smallest of problems could be so sweet. 


It was over too soon and Lars said he had to go back to his room in a little while as they laid quietly beside 
each other. So James spent about five minutes drunkenly trying to pick Lars' clothes off the floor and he let 
James slip his shirt back on him. 


"Actually, can | have yours?" he grinned. James looked over at his white t-shirt lying on the floor and 
shrugged. He quickly finished getting dressed, pulling the shirt over his friend, the "Life Sentence" logo falling 
over his stomach where it usually rested snugly over James’ chest. "I haven't changed my shirt since we left 
the hospital’ was his excuse, and James knew it was true because he was so busy handling things that would 


have driven him into the ground a long time ago. 


James looked at him to try and think of something to say, but he just ended up kissing him again and Lars 
pulled him into a tight hug before he halfass fixed his messy hair and padded back to his room. 


It took James a while to fall asleep that night. All he could think about was him. 


It was an exhausting process to wake up the next morning. His hangover knocked him back onto the mattress 
every time he tried to get up and the past two days had become a messy blur. He peeked over the edge of 
his bed and saw a shirt lying on the floor. He thought, that looks like Lars" shirt. Why is it- 


Suddenly, he was pulled back into last night by a vision of Lars' head tilted back against his pillow as he held 


his hips and drove himself into him again and again and.. 
"Fuck," he groaned. As if everything wasn't already a mess. Now he'd dragged personal shit into it. 
He spent a long time thinking about how this should go. 


Every answer he came up with ended with them never bringing it up again. For the sake of the band, their 
image, their professional relationship, and their friendship, they needed to pretend it was just a drunken 


mistake and move on. 


He told that to Lars when he came by to say good morning. James figured he was already prepared for that; 
he just shrugged and didn't look at James for the rest of the day. He gave Lars reasons why last night never 
happened, tried to reason with the business part of his brain, but was afraid that Lars' heart might be winning 
out-especially since he felt like his own was. But he crushed it down and chalked it up to being just another 


mistake. 

Even though now, years later, he knew better than ever that it couldn't have been a mistake. The things he 
felt that night couldn't have been wrong. Even though, since the day he was born, he'd done everything wrong. 
To make things worse, he always deferred the responsibilities to Lars; He could finally see that now. After 
years and years of having the pressure on him, he was worn out. 


So James slowed his truck and took a sharp right. He was tired of doing the wrong thing. 


He knew that it was his turn. 


Nevermind 


The motel room was deliriously bright with its harsh aqua and magenta walls, chintzy multicolored bedspread, 


and fluorescent lights that made it all glow in technicolor. It was spinning a little. 
It made him dizzy. 


There was a song playing somewhere far away. Was it Nirvana? Lars didn't know the song, but he recognized 
Kurt's voice and his tortured guitar. 


His head was swirling like the ring of smoke rising through the air above him. He stared at the half-burnt 
cigar that dangled in front of his eyes and tried to place where he was but could only place the acrid smell of 
alcohol. For a second, he thought he could feel it swirling in his blood. No, he definitely could; he imagined the 


mixture of vodka and schnapps and coke crawling through his veins like spiders. 


The coke was really kicking now. He sniffed something back and he thought it could either be snot or blood, but 
he didn't care. When he sniffed again, he could smell the cologne that had first enshrouded him when Kirk 
plopped into the cab beside him earlier. It was so strong, so close. At first intoxicating but now just 
overwhelming. He wanted to get away from it but it was stuck to his skin and he didn't want to move. 


"Lars?" a voice asked. A soft voice, but where was it coming from? It sounded closeby and Lars tilted his head 
up slightly and he found Kirk looking down at him, that cigar stuck between his lips. "You with me?" 


"Yeah," Lars responded without any effort to be heard. He didn't need to try, his lips now right up under Kirk's 
chin, his nose scratched by stubble. Kirk giggled. He stretched over Lars to put out the dying cigar until he sat 
directly above him, looking down again. 

"What song is this? Is it Nirvana?" Lars asked. His lips were chapped. 


"Drain You, yeah." 


Lars' mind was racing. He felt like there was a shroud over his eyes, and his veins thrummed with electricity. 


He wanted to move, but his body could only seem to sit there and vibrate. 
"| still can't believe it" 


"Yeah," Kirk said again, his eyes momentarily glazing over. He wobbled when his hand slid across the bedspread 
as he leaned in. "Fucked up," He giggled. Whether he was talking about Kurt Cobain shooting himself last year or 
how drunk he currently was, Lars couldn't tell. He was grinning though. 


Lars grinned back, but it felt off 


He stared at Kirk's smile, his sharp white teeth- Cheshire, Lars thought, Cheshire cat-and the mouth drew 


closer. 


His fingers pinched and pulled at the sides of his pants, worrying the leather there. He listened as his heart 
pounded in his chest and Kirk breathed in his ear. Breathe in, breathe out. 


In his brain, the night replayed, but it was like an old projector that was about to burst into flames, flickering 
and shuddering and he could feel a bad headache edging in. At first, all he could see was words. 


Club, 

Bad music. 

Cheap booze. 
Bathroom stall 
Coke? 

Okay. 

Shots. 

Stranger 
Handjob. 

Lost 

Where'd Kirk go? 
Where'd Kirk go? 
Different bathroom. 
Kirk 

Kisses. 

Attention 


Lets leave. 


Okay. 


And he could trace himself back to where he was now, in a motel across the street because they were both 


too wasted to find a number for a cab back or call James- 

James, Lars remembered fleetingly, but he didn't know why- 

-and now he was in a room with Kirk, feeling his incredible warmth and a very tight knot in his stomach. 
"You'kay?" Kirk asked into Lars' shoulder, rubbing his smooth cheek into his neck slowly. 


"Yeah," Lars answered again. His throat was beyond dry. His fingers shook as they gripped Kirk's suit jacket, and 


something about this was all very wrong. 


Warm lips caressed the side of his neck. He felt a heavy sigh whisper through the hair behind his ear and he 
shuddered. The lips returned and he heard Kirk giggle again. 


The cologne assaulted him, saccharine and strongly floral, almost painful. Lars gritted his teeth. Everything 
smelled nice and felt nice but something was off. Those lips continued their slow journey up his neck, ending 


beneath his jaw when he felt teeth graze his skin. 


His eyes shot open and he could see spots dancing across his vision as his heart began to race again. Kirk 
caught a pinch of his skin between his teeth. 


With that sharp sensation came the realization; this was Kirk Regardless of how he cut his hair or what he 


wore or when he was there for him, this was still Kirk. His friend. A man. 

Lars found the strength to push his palms against the guitarists shoulders. 

Kirk was bisexual, but he wasn't. There was only once in his life he'd ever loved a man, and that was over. 
Over. 

With only a slight nudge Kirk gave way and looked down at Lars. All he saw was Lars' head shaking. 

"Dude, no," he mumbled, still shaking his head. "No. This isn't-" and suddenly the memory of today came 
rushing back; why he needed to go somewhere, just leave, go to a nightclub with Kirk, why he was giving into 
the warmth of another person, why he was in this kaleidoscope of a motel room instead of his own safe dark 
home. 


"-|.. James." He continued. He was still shaking his head when he sat up. 


"Shit," Kirk said guiltily. "| thought you wanted.. Shit, l'm sorry," and he wanted to shake his head too. 


Lars rubbed his trembling hands over his face. The fight, the big fight. A fight he just couldn't win; there was 
no winning. He and James fought often enough but this time he dragged his feelings into it and it was just a big 
fucking mess. The band was a mess, and his head was a mess. 

Lars wanted to fear for the future of the band, but he knew better. He knew it was only ever about the 
fucking band and that James would be fine with things. But the way Kirk had touched him told him that he 
would never feel the way about anyone else that he felt about James. 

"Lars?" Kirk asked gingerly, trying not to upset the delicate and volatile man that sat before him. 


"| just can't," he mumbled back. "James was.." 


"| know," Kirk replied, allowing himself to rub a gentle hand against Lars’ back. "I've known since | joined the 


band! 

Lars didn't look up, but he pulled his hands away from his burning face. "You have?" 

Kirk nodded, but Lars didn't see. "Me and Cliff always had our theories," he said with a chuckle. 

Lars was quiet as he thought 

"| don't want to go back yet," Lars said 

"Back where?" 

"The studio. We have a session tomorrow. | don't want to go." 

"Then. don't 

Lars blirked for the first time in what felt like five minutes. His eyes burned and they teared up a little 
"Okay," he said, rubbing his eyes, pulling the comforter up over himself, "Okay." 


He didn't know if James would want to record or mix anything without him there. Lars thought to himself, / 
dont give a shit. It was his last thought for the night. 


He felt Kirk settle in beside him, but the other didn't touch him or try and soothe him or say anything at all. 
Kirk never pried. Lars liked that. It was what he needed right now. 


His mind fell silent. 


Conflict 


Waking up that morning felt like falling off of a plateau and hitting the ground headfirst. Lars blinked away the 
groggy film covering his eyes and wondered for a moment where he was. He decided to ignore the fact that 
his first waking thought was, Where's James? 

He watched his fingers curl up into the too-thick, too-heavy comforter. It had been a long, long time since he'd 
spent the night in a shitty motel like this one. He wondered how many others had been right where he was, if 
they'd felt as low. 

And yet, to James, his feelings were nothing but a faded ten-year old memory. 

When his hearing filtered back in, he heard cars outside. Then he heard Kirk yawning. 

His fingers uncurled. 

"I think I'm gonna stay here for a while," Lars mumbled when he felt the space beside him shift. 


"All right," Kirk said from somewhere behind him. "Shit, it's already two." 


Lars kept his eyes shut to keep out the light and try to stifle the throbbing in his head. With a few slow 


breaths, he tried to control the nausea rising up through his stomach. He sucked on his tongue. 
"What do | tell James?" Kirk asked from the bathroom over the din of water against porcelain 
"Fuckin" nothing." 


He heard a faint “all right" as the door shut. 


Kirk came out of the shower, making a ruckus as he closed the door and padded with wet feet across the tile 
back and forth looking for his underwear. Lars opened his eyes a little. When he caught sight of Kirk sneaking 
around with only a towel wrapped around his hips, he shut his eyes tight again. He figured he was just being 
respectful, or maybe he was just afraid he might be turned on by that image. He had no idea where his mind 
was at that point. 


Kirk busied himself with gathering up his clothes, oblivious to the maelstrom in Lars’ head, only made worse 


by that fucking pounding headache. 


After a few moments’ hesitation, Lars decided to peek open his eyes, see if the sight of Kirk's half-naked form 
did anything for him. 


He sighed with relief. It didn't: 

What did it matter? It wouldn't erase the fact that he still felt the same way about James, even if Kirk 
turned him on. But he couldn't help but wonder if he should have waited to see where things went last night 
with Kirk, with the handy excuse of alcohol, for good measure. See if maybe he could have used what Kirk was 


offering.. anything to kick James out of his head. 


He groaned and rolled over onto his side. The bathroom door shut again as Kirk got dressed in his clothes from 


the night before. 


Lars started to float back down and didn't notice the door shutting softly as Kirk left. He managed to fade into 
a light sleep, until the hotel phone woke him. 


"What the fuh.." 


He slapped his hand around the nightstand, groping for the phone. With a glance at the clock, he gathered that 


it was now three thirty, almost four. 

"Hello?" 

"Its Kirk What the fuck do we do, man?" 

"What?" 

"James isn't here." 

Lars tried but failed to think of something to say. For a few seconds, he squeezed the receiver. Kirk continued. 


"He called just now and asked me if you were here, | said no; apparently he tried calling you. He asked me 


where you were and | told him | didn't know, then he said he wasn't coming in." 


"What the fuck now" Lars yelled into the empty room, tilting the phone away from his face. He gave Kirk an 
earful of air as he brought it back. "If he calls again, tell him to go fuck himself." 


"| can't tell him that." 


"Tell him its from me. Just.. Do what you normally do. Or go home. Shit, | didn't think he'd fucking ditch like 
that" 


Kirk's voice lowered as if he didn't want anyone around him to hear. 


"I think he really wants to talk to you, Lars." 


Lars took a moment to massage his temple. 


"That's the thing about talking, Kirk Both people have to want to do it" He sighed and studied the row of 


purple, pink and green roses sprawled across the comforter. "Shit, I'm so sick of this." 

"Then get it over with. See what he wants." 

Lars sighed for the millionth time, wondering vaguely how he still managed to get any air into his lungs. 

"Its not fucking fair. When | wanna talk, he doesn't, but as soon as Hetfield decides he wants—" 

Lars." 

"All right. Fuck. Fine." 

"Let me know how it goes," Kirk chuckled, and Lars replied with a grunt. 

He gave himself a few minutes before picking up the phone again. Wondered what James could possibly want to 
say. His heartbeat sped up as he entertained the thought of James trying to contact him to maybe apologize, 
or even.. 

Lars groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face. How many more times was he going to make this same 
mistake? How many times did he let himself believe James felt the same way? How many times had James 
carelessly hurt him? The more Lars thought about it, the angrier he became. 

He jerked the phone off the hook and sat up, punching in James’ number. 

It rang once, twice, three times.. It soon became apparent that there was going to be no answer. 

"Fucker," Lars growled as he punched in the number again. 

No answer. 


Lars threw the phone down onto its hook and got to his feet. 


"Fucking god-damned asshole!" He grabbed his shirt and buttoned it up hastily. "Always fucking does this shit! 
Why the fuck do | bother?" 


He flipped through the phone book and called the first cab company he could find. 


He could call James again, visit the studio, go to James’ apartment and bang on the door; oh, he could definitely 
waste a whole day being pissed off and trying to see eye-to-eye with a man who looked down his nose at him. 


Instead, he decided to go home and get a head start on drinking so Kirk could catch up with him later at a bar. 
Ignore the feelings once and for all. Be somewhat happier than he was now. Just get past this stupid bullshit 


and try to live a normal life. 


He slammed the stained and marred door behind him. Now that sounded like a fucking plan. 


It had been a long drive, but it was worth it. 
James glanced at the empty passenger seat beside him and the plastic bag that occupied it. 


He chewed away at the inside of his cheek as he turned his eyes back to the road, fingers tapping hastily on 
the steering wheel, and tried not to think. 


"It's down this road, and it's on the left." 

Lars leaned back against the worn seat padded by fake leather and sighed. He'd calmed down substantially and 
had managed to push James out of his mind for a little bit, so now he stared out the window, enveloped in 
silence, until the driver spoke. 

"Up here?" 

"Yeah," Lars said quietly. He closed his eyes, relieved to be home, unscathed; the throb that had settled in the 
back of his head had even started to subside. He could chase this hangover with some more drinks, call Kirk to 
see if he'd decided to stay and record or call it a day and go home, and make plans from there. He let the 
soothing black of his eyelids relax him. 

"Where do you want me to park?" 

"In the driveway," Lars said with a hint of annoyance in his voice, wondering where else you would park. 
"There's a truck there." 

Lars' eyes shot open and he saw it, right there in front of his house: a truck, just like the driver had said. 
James’ truck. 


"What the f..2" 


"Want to just get out here?" 


Lars peeled his eyes away from the truck and nodded slowly, pulling out his wallet to pay the fare. "Thanks," he 
mumbled as he stepped onto the asphalt and shut the cab door behind him. The cab wasted no time waiting 
around and sped off and Lars cautiously walked up to his house. Maybe James had an actual knife to twist into 
his heart instead of just a metaphorical one. What else would he be doing here? 


"What the fuck, James?" Lars barked out at the figure slouching in a chair on the porch. James’ head shot up 
and their eyes met. 


"Hey," he said, standing and walking towards Lars, who stopped before reaching the stairs to the porch. He 


glared up at James. 

"Hey? Hey yourself, what are you doing here? Why'd you ditch the studio?" 

"Why did / ditch?" He looked Lars up and down. "I could ask you the same. | wanted to talk to you but Kirk said 
you weren't there. And | called but you didn't answer." He paused to scratch at his jaw slowly. "I didn't know 


where you were so | came here." 


Lars just stared, trying to make sense of it all. James waiting on his doorstep was not what he expected to 


see. 
"Talk about what?" 


James shrugged and poked at the hardwood floor with the toe of his snakeskin boot-which Lars hated at first, 
but like everything else about James, had come to grow strangely fond of-and said, "A few things.’ 


Lars was quiet for a few moments as he considered it. Finally, he hummed low in his throat, and put his foot 


up on the first step. 
"| guess. But | have plans, so make it quick" 


"Oh," James said meekly, stepping aside as Lars reached the top of the steps. He'd wanted a lot of time for 
this, but he figured it wouldn't be hard to circumvent Lars’ other plans. He had always made time for James. 


Lars leaned up against the porch's railing, standing right in front of James but crossing his arms across his 
chest defensively. James glanced at the door, then at Lars, then at the door again 


"Can we go inside?" 
"We can talk out here," Lars said flatly. 


James gazed at him for a few seconds but couldn't for much longer than that. He realized how often he looked 


away from Lars, how holding the drummer's gaze for too long made his stomach flutter uncomfortably. He 


noted Lars' wrinkled shirt and tired eyes. "Long night?" 


Lars shrugged and looked at the floor, silent. James cringed at himself; he didn’t really have a right to ask 
things like that anymore, did he? 


He was lost on how to begin this. He didn't even know exactly what it was that he'd wanted to say in the first 
place. But he knew he had to say something and that he should probably lead with an apology. 


"Hang on," James said as he brushed past Lars and trotted down the steps to walk to his truck. Lars tried to 
act annoyed, but mostly he was curious. He turned his head and watched James dig through his front seat for 
something. When James pulled out a plastic bag, Lars turned again to stare at his feet. His mind started racing. 


He heard James' boots make two long strides up the stairs until they appeared in his vision again 


"| guess | should say l'm sorry first," came his quiet voice from somewhere up above those boots. Lars trailed 


his eyes up long legs and a form-fitting white t-shirt to look James in the eye and glare at him. 


"For what?" Lars didn't mean it as ‘what did you do? but more as, ‘I've got a list of things you've fucked up.. 


pick one: 

James shrugged again. He felt like it was all he knew how to do these days. 

For. For ignoring you for 14 years. For being an asshole and, | guess, pretending | don't .." 
Fuck, this was hard. 


He saw Lars’ eyes flicker to the bag that lay beside his feet. So he swooped it up and stepped closer to Lars, 
who finally looked up at him. 


"| guess I'm sorry for pretending nothing ever happened." He held a corner of the bag and started to pull out a 
bottle. Lars' eyes flashed with recognition. James watched how his eyes always expressed so much. He could 


see him think back to that night in Copenhagen. His eyes met James’. 


"| didn't forget anything that happened between us," James said, "even if | pretended to." He held the bottle out 
to Lars, who hesitated before gingerly accepting it. He held it in his hands. 


"Old Danish?" he asked, but not because he wasn't sure what it was, but because he wanted to confirm that 


he was really holding it, that James had really handed it to him. He looked up and James nodded. 


"Yeah. |." He cleared his throat and forced himself to meet Lars' eyes. "Like | said, | never forgot anything. | 


remember everything, you know, everything we did and every time you.. said you loved me." 


As if saying all that took an immense amount of energy, James slowly lowered himself into the chair behind 


him. 


Lars' eyes snapped away after a long moment and to the bottle, looking past it at a memory; his eyes were 


intense, steely, as he thought over James' words. They didn't leave the bottle in his hands for a long time. 
"So." Lars said finally, cautiously. 
James cleared his throat again. 


"So.. | wanted to apologize for that, and for ignoring your feelings, and I've been thinking a lot about things, you 
know, going over some shit that's happened and | just wanted to tell you that |-" 


Lars' hand shot up to cut James off. 


"Hold on," Lars said slowly, his voice measured. He gripped the bottle tight in one hand. "Are you trying to tell 
me that.. after all this thinking you did, are you about to tell me that you feel the same way about me?" 


James had barely nodded when Lars spoke again. 


"And now after waiting my whole life for you.. After the shit you've pulled again and again, l'm supposed to.. 
What?" 


James stared blankly, unsure of all but one thing: that this wasn't going well. 

"What do you want from me, James? Really? What do you want? You want me to fuckin’. Uh, thanks for finally 
saying something? Thanks for leading me on for years and forgetting me and, fuck-| don't think you realize 
how hard its been for me to fucking date anyone. How hard it's been to keep my mouth shut" 

James could feel himself sinking lower and lower with every word. 


"Fuck," Lars mumbled as a lone tear slipped down his cheek, angrily swiped away before it could fall very far. 


"Maybe you want me now. Maybe you have for a little while. But fourteen years? You have no fuckin’ idea" He 
paused. "And for you to be jealous of Kirk, of all people" 


"| never said-" 
"-to be pissed that l'm spending time with him like it's any of your business-" 
"l'm not-" 


"Then why do you ask about him?" 


James didn't say anything. 
Lars sighed. His voice was quiet when he spoke. 


"No, | wouldn't choose Kirk. | wouldn't choose anyone else. I's why all of my relationships in the last fourteen 
years have just gone to shit. Because when I'm with someone and the second you make me think you love me, | 


drop them. For you." 


James couldn't look him in the eye anymore. His gaze lowered to the bottle, which now sat limply in Lars' slack 


fist. 


"So you get to date whoever you want, show them off in front of me even though you've always known how | 
felt, but | have to spend every night alone? | have to fuck up whatever | have when | do have it? And now you 
want me to just drop everything again?" 


He bent to set the bottle on the floor in front of him, then straightened. They didn't look at each other. They 
didn't say anything. In James' line of sight, Lars walked past, disappeared again, a lock turned quietly and the 


door creaked open. Lars muttered, "I can't do that anymore." Then the door shut. 

He was left alone on the porch to stare at the brown bottle of Old Danish in front of him. 

After what felt like an hour, he descended the steps of the porch and made his way to his truck. He got in, 
shut the door, turned the key, shifted to reverse, waited for the engine to purr, all like he'd done a thousand 


times before. Except, now, he had the weight of a broken heart on him, both Lars’, and his own. 


And he wondered, what had he expected? To surprise Lars, woo him with a bottle of booze like some sleazy 
trucker, and fuck him until he forgave him? 


No, this was more complicated than that. 
The wounds were deeper than that. 


James stared at his rearview mirror as he drove out. All he could see was Lars walking away again. A glimpse 


of fourteen years of loneliness, of being left out in the cold 


He'd had no idea, and he couldn't ever hope to. 


Torn 


When the door clicked shut, Lars put his forehead against the heavy oak, feeling the headache surge back in 
full force. He stood completely still, trying to listen, or not to listen and make the room stop spinning; he wasn't 
sure anymore what he was trying to do or what he wanted. 


He peeled his eyes open and stared at his hands, wondering what he did want. There was James outside on his 
porch, telling him he was sorry and that he felt the same. Lars has dreamed of those words for years and 
years, but now it felt cheapened 


He heard James starting up his truck outside. He jumped at the sound of the engine coming to life, his fingers 
itching for the doorknob, but he stopped himself. He was trying to be strong, but he wasn't sure if he was 
defending or sabotaging himself. 


So he walked over to his couch and threw himself onto it. He just needed to sit, feeling overwhelmed by 


everything all of a sudden, like fourteen years just came crashing down on top of him. He wrinkled his nose a 


little at the dirty clothes he still wore, but couldnt bring himself to move. 

James' words repeated in his head over and over again. He cursed at the way his heart still fluttered at 
everything James had said, and he could feel his chest pull tight when it hit him-he feels the same way-but it 
felt incomplete. 

He thought about what he should do. He even started to believe that this was for the best and that maybe 
one day, his feelings would go away and James would forget about it all and they could live in harmony 
somehow. 

Somehow. 

He wasn't sure how long he'd been staring up at the ceiling with a slack jaw and bleary eyes when his phone 
rang. He blinked slowly and shook his head at how pathetic he'd been lately. Sitting around silently on the verge 
of tears just wasn't like him. He picked up his phone. 


"Hello." 


"Hey, its me. Just wanted to let you know that James is here now, so | guess we'll be recording. You coming 
in?" 


"Not today,” Lars said lazily. 
"Okay... Did you guys talk? He's being all quiet." 


"Yeah," Lars said, studying his fingernails. "He came to my house to tell me he feels the same way." He had to 


laugh at how tired his voice sounded, how casual. 


Kirk didn't say anything for a few moments, maybe trying to process that, or waiting for Lars to elaborate. 
When he didn't, Kirk said, "You don't sound very excited.” 


Lars shrugged at the empty room and decided that uninterested was a better look for him than than 
desperate and conflicted. "Why should | be? I've felt that way my whole life.. for him to say that now, well, it's 
kind of anticlimactic after all this time." 

"What did you tell him?" 

"What was | supposed to say? ‘Oh, fucking finally! Go to dinner with him or something?" 

"Well, that could be a start." 

"Shit, Kirk!" Lars sat up and rubbed a hand over his mouth, fighting the anger rising back up in his chest. "You 
saw me last night! And the night before, and the night before-fuck, I'm a mess. I'm fucked up, | can't deal with 
him flipping on me like this. | just-" He swallowed when he realized how much his voice was wavering. "-| didn't 
know what to say. He thinks he can just come to my house and expect me to fucking be over it. | mean, fuck" 
He could hear Kirk sigh on the other end, just the slightest bit. 

"Well, what are you gonna do?" 


"| don't know," Lars whispered, and he really didn't. 


They shared a long stretch of silence. Kirk was probably trying to think of something Lars should do, but Lars 
was resigned to rubbing his eyes to stifle the building tears. 


"Do you still..?" 

"Yes. Fuck." 

"| don't know, Lars. | don't know what you told him but he looks pretty upset.” 

"Yeah?" Lars asked, suddenly feeling timid as he plucked at a seam on his shirt. 

"M-hmm. Its mostly me and Jase doing shit and he's not saying much. He's not even playing, just writing stuff. 
| asked him to see, but.. | think he feels lost without you there." Kirk laughed. Lars laughed for a different 
reason; he decided against remarking that James had done just fine without him for the past 14 years, at the 


risk of sounding repetitive. Even talking about this hurt his pride. 


"So?" Kirk asked. 


"So, what," Lars replied, completely aware of how stubborn he sounded. 

"Are you going to do something?" 

"| don't know what the fuck I'm supposed to do.” 

"| just asked if you are going to do something. It's not really like you to just give up, y'know?" 

Lars knew Kirk was right. 

"Yeah. | guess. I'm just...” 

"You're tired." 

"Yeah." 

"But, listen. Remember when | said that, well, me and Cliff always figured there was something going on 
between you two? | meant that, you know, we really believed it; not just that you felt a certain way about 
him, but that he might too-" 

"Bullshit." 

"-Let me talk, dick. We both thought he was into you, too. There was this way he looked at you, you know?" 


"No, | didn't know that." 


"Well, he did. | just think you should give him a chance. Or do something. He's really bumming me out over 


here’ 
"Hl think about it" 

Kirk sighed, and Lars wondered why his friend still bothered after all this. 

"All right. Uh, before | go. „About last night when I+" 

"Im not worried about it. Faggot" Lars chided, smiling for the first time that day. 
"Don't flatter yourself." Kirk chuckled. "You're just real clingy when you're drunk" 
They shared a small laugh at that 


"Just do something, okay?" 


"Okay," Lars replied. He set the phone down once he heard Kirk mutter a goodbye and hang up. 


Now all he had to do was sort his feelings out. He tried to go into business mode, but this wasn't business; 
numbers and logistics were easy. Tedious, yes, but infinitely more definable and controllable than feelings. He 
felt like he'd rather look at ticket sale projections and statistics at that moment. 


But first, he should probably change his clothes. 


Kirk set the phone down on its hook and took a moment to contemplate things. As much as he wanted to help, 
he couldn't hope to get into either man's head. He shook his head and laughed when he realized that the only 
people who could do that to each other were those men themselves. No wonder things weren't going anywhere, 
the only people who had the power to move things along had been too stubborn to do so. 


Kirk stared past the wall and at a memory of Cliff, high as could be, sitting beside him with a bong gripped in 
his fist. He wanted to ask him what he thought of men loving other men, and he was high and brave enough to 
do it. He would never forget Cliff just shrugging and saying that it didn't really matter as long as no one was 
getting hurt. It helped Kirk build his courage to someday soon be able to tell Cliff that he might be into guys 


as well as girls. But one thing at a time. 


And anyway, Cliff added after pulling his mouth away from the bong, you seen James and Lars lately? Those 


are two men in love if | ever saw if. Kirk remembered laughing and nodding his head.. 
"Was that Lars?" 
Kirk started a little as he was shaken out of his reverie. He turned to find James standing halfway in the door. 


"Uh, yeah." James must have been watching him from behind the soundproof glass.window ever since he stood 


and excused himself to make a call. 


"Oh," James simply said as he stared at the ground. He didn't exactly think about what he'd say after that. Kirk 
watched him, slightly amazed at his friend's sudden shyness. 


"Do you guys, uh, have plans later today?" 
"Not that | know of." 
"Okay," James said, staring at a faraway corner of the room. "I was just wondering because | wanted to talk to 


him later." Kirk was about to reply, but he noticed James faltering as if he wanted to say something else, so 


he waited quietly. 


"Did he, um, you know.. did he say anything about me?" 
Kirk bit back a smile at that. 


"Just that he wants to talk to you." 


Kirk had taken a cab to the studio, so Lars drove by to pick him up and hit some clubs. 


He'd finally showered and changed and felt pretty good all things considered. He smoothed out his hair in the 


rearview mirror before he honked his horn to call Kirk out. 


Instead, he saw James emerge from the front door slowly. Their eyes met but Lars forced himself to look 


away. He could see James approaching the car from the edge of his vision. 


| was trying to get Kirk out here." Lars gritted his teeth a little at how cold that sounded. James didn't say 
anything for a while and Lars wondered if he'd hurt him. 


"He went home already" 

"Really?" 

He looked up to see James nod. "Called a cab" 

Lars sighed and tilted his head against the headrest. James glanced at his throat but looked away quickly. 
"You wanna come in? | have some stuff | wrote, if you feel like looking” 


Lars bit back a not really, but decided against it. He took his time getting out of the car, James waiting until 
the door shut to start walking back in. 


Lars followed him into the studio, glancing down the corridor at the spot they'd stood at before when they 
fought again, when Lars walked away. He tried to imagine how he'd looked standing there, frustrated, angry and 
hurt, and sighed as he walked through his imaginary vision of his past-self. 


‘I've actually written a lot of stuff lately. | have some riffs," James mentioned uselessly as they reached a 


door. They both knew that there were other things they needed to talk about. 


Lars looked over James’ shoulder as he sorted through some papers. He paused and picked at the ragged edges 
where the pages had been pulled out of the notebook, as if he were contemplating whether or not he should 


show him. 


Lars reached his hand out. "Let me see?" 


James reluctantly handed them over and made his way to a console at the opposite end of the room, sitting 


down and watching Lars quietly as he read 

Lars sat. His eyes skimmed down the first page. He nodded. He read more. James watched, remarking at how 
familiar the sight was, how Lars had done the same thing ever since they'd become writing partners. Except, 
this time, it would be different. 

Lars nodded again and placed the paper on the chair beside him. "I like that one so far," he mumbled. 

"Which one?" 

"House Jack Built." 

"Oh. Thanks." 

It was quiet as Lars read. James thought, was it always this awkward? 

He watched nervously as the stack in Lars‘ hand grew smaller, with no clue of what he'd think of the last one. 
But Lars just read on. 

"I think 2x4 should be kinda faster," Lars said casually. 


"Me too." 


"Like more aggressive. | think | have an idea for the drums." He paused to look it over. "That's my favorite so 


far. And Bleeding Me. And that untitled one." 
"The untitled one is about my mom," James said carefully. 
"Yeah?" Lars asked softly. "It's nice. „Well, nice as it can be." 


"| guess," James shrugged distractedly as he watched Lars pick up the last lyric sheet. "That one, uh, it's the 


last one so far. l.. Um, just read it | guess." 
Lars eyed him for a moment, then diverted his gaze to the paper. 
James watched his eyes widen briefly as they skimmed over a sentence. 


Lars paused to reread and reread it. 


And now | wait my whole lifetime 
For you 


His eyes were stuck to that line. It couldn't be about.. 
He flickered his eyes up to James' for an answer, but he looked away as soon Lars looked at him. 
He continued reading. 


Hear me 

And if | close my mind in fear 
Please pry it open 

See me 

And if my face becomes sincere 
Beware 

Hold me 

And when | start to come undone 
Stitch me together 

Save me 

And when you see me strut 


Remind me of what left this outlaw torn 

James watched him carefully. Watched those expressive green eyes dawn with realization, watched them blink 
quickly, watched them thinking.. He didn't look away when they finished reading and slowly trailed up to look at 
his, questioning. 

‘Its not really done yet," James said, shrugging. He stared at his lap. 


"James?" 


James brought his gaze up at the sound of his name, and saw Lars sitting in the chair, the edges of the paper 


now crinkling in where Lars gripped them. 
"Yeah?" 


Lars glanced at the paper, back to James, to the paper again, to the floor. It was a few moments before he 


looked at James again. 
"What's this one about?" 


James shrugged and broke out into an embarrassed grin that pained him with its vulnerability. "Me, fucking 


up. 


Lars seemed to contemplate that for a moment. He lowered the paper into his lap and his gaze followed. James 
could tell that he wanted to say something .. Probably a lot of things. But James also knew that it was his 
turn to say something. 

He slowly rose from his seat and gingerly made his way over to Lars, sitting in the seat beside him, turning so 
that they faced each other. Lars looked up at him in surprise, and James wanted to look away; there was 
something about those eyes that almost knocked the wind out of him, but he knew he had to hang on. He 
leaned in when Lars’ eyes didn't leave his. 

"| meant what | said. | know I." He chuckled quietly, but the humor quickly disappeared and was replaced with a 
stern look that Lars didn’t see all that often. "I know I've fucked things up. I'd be pretty pissed off, too, if | 
were you. And | dont really deserve one, but.. all I'm asking for is a chance. Another one." He cleared his throat. 


"One | won't fuck up." 


He watched as Lars’ eyes searched his for a sign that he was being honest. And he knew that he had done 
that to Lars, made him question everything he said. 


Lars looked down. "But what you said earlier. Do you really.. feel that way?" 

James nodded, trying to ignore his burning face. 

"For how long?" 

"| don't know." He sat back. "For longer than | thought | did. I've always tried to ignore it" 

"What made you change your mind?" His voice was barely a whisper. 

James shook his head. "l.. don't know. | should have realized it a long time ago but l.. you know." 

"You what?" 

‘I'm a pussy,” he laughed. "You've always been braver than me." 

Lars bit his lip but the smile came through for a second anyway. He cleared his throat too and shook his head. 
"So, um. What are you thinking?" James asked, leaning in a little to try and meet his eyes. 


"| don't know," Lars replied. James stayed quiet as Lars chewed on his lip. "How about a proper fuckin’ date or 


something, for starters?" 


James wasn't sure if he was being serious at first. When Lars finally met his eyes, he had to smile at the 


drummer. 


"Yeah? | can.. | can do that." 
"Okay," Lars said as he stood, trying to keep a neutral expression. "Tonight at 8?" 


"All right. Okay, yeah. Am | picking you up?" James stood and they looked at each other. Lars decided it was a 
bit too much and looked off at a wall. 


"Sure. Be on time," he warned, but he was smiling a little. 

"Okay. | will. | will" 

Still they stood in front of each other, unsure of what to do next, James wanted to hug Lars but he wasn't 
sure if that was a good idea quite yet. So he just stood aside and patted him on the shoulder as he walked 
past. 

"See you, then" 


"Yeah. See you." 


The door shut and James felt like a thousand pounds had slid off his shoulders, and he was determined to do 
the right thing this time. 


The Answer 


Author's Notes: 
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December, 1186 


Another massive airplane circled the LAX airport, and its screaming engines could be heard from inside the 
crowded airport cafe. James wondered if that was the plane that carried his friend home. 
Blue eyes scanned every face that walked past, looking to meet those green eyes. Lars didn't know James was 


going to be there, so he had to be extra vigilant. 


He gave his eyes a break when the foot traffic lulled to a stop and glanced down at his half-empty coffee cup. 
He had been sitting there so long that it had gone cold, and had started to bleed through the bottom of the 
cheap paper edges. 


It had been one hell of a year. 


He tried not to let his mind stray to that awful, gut-wrenching groan of steel and glass that had awoken him 
from his sleep two cold months ago, but he couldn't seem to help it. He felt as though his mind hadn't been all 
there ever since it happened, like he was still in a fog. Yet, somehow, when Lars was by his side, the fog 


seemed to roll away.. 


His thoughts were interrupted by a call over the intercom for baggage claim, and his eyes instantly shot up to 
the terminal's exit, where his friend would hopefully soon emerge. 


He hadn't felt this lonely in a while, which was probably why he decided to make a trip to the airport. The 
week Lars had been gone on his trip home to Denmark seemed to last forever. He hated that he had become 


so dependent on another person, especially now.. but he'd never had a person like Lars. 

The airport was so packed, being two days after Christmas, that James started to fear that he had already 
missed Lars and that Lars was already halfway back to Pasadena by now. His eyes frantically searched for his 
best friend, until suddenly, he caught the edge of that unmistakable caramel-brown mop and a flash of green 


"Lars!" 


He didn't seem to hear. He was staring straight ahead, one head below almost everyone else, resembling a child 


lost in a mall. No one around him seemed to recognize him, which was a good thing right now.. 


"SHRIMP!" 


James watched him falter, and his gait slowed down as he looked around at that word, seemingly doubting his 
sanity, until his eyes caught James' and he stopped dead in his tracks, being lightly nudged to the wayside. 


"James? What the fuck?" 


James grinned and abandoned his coffee, taking long strides out of the cafe and into the hallway. Lars just 


stood there, his hand clutched tightly around his luggage handle. 
"What are you doing here?" Lars asked, one corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. 


"Picking you up, short-shit; wouldn't want you getting abducted," James retorted, stopping a foot in front of 
Lars, hesitating before he gathered him up in a hug. 


"Oh--okay. Hey, fuck you," Lars chuckled, wrapping his free arm around his friend's waist. They stood there in 
the middle of the foot traffic for a little longer than the commuters would have liked, before pulling 


themselves out of the moment and following along. 
"I didn't know you were gonna be here," Lars said, trying to keep up with James’ long strides. 


He didn't say anything for a minute, painfully aware that he was coming off too eager to welcome his friend 
back home. So, he shrugged in as aloof a manner as he could muster, and said, "well, | was headed this way, so 
| figured I'd stop by and help you with your bags," leaving out the fact that he had been sitting at the airport 
for two and a half hours, just in case Lars' flight arrived earlier than expected. He snatched the luggage handle 
out of Lars’ hand, and Lars let him, just this once. 


“Thanks, Het," he said through a smile. 


There was an awkward pause as the two veered off away from the majority of the foot traffic and nothing 
else was said, as James was biting back an ‘| missed you' before deciding not to say anything. Lars was 


unusually quiet. 


Since James could usually rely on Lars to fill the silence, the quiet became even more exaggerated in the vast 
expanse of the underground parking garage they had entered while James grasped at something to say, but 
the only sound that could be heard was the hum of Lars' luggage wheels, their muffled footsteps, and James' 
heartbeat pounding in his own ears. He glanced at Lars, who had folded his hands into his pockets and seemed 


distracted. 
"Jetlagged?" was all James could manage. 


Lars hesitated before he replied in the affirmative, and laughed it off. 


"It was just surreal to be back home after." 


He trailed off. Both men knew what that ‘after' referred to. 
They shared another silence. 


Finally, James’ old truck came into view, and he lifted Lars' bag into the bed of the truck effortlessly. 


Fortunately, Lars' Pasadena apartment wasn't too far. 


dune, [795 

James couldn't stop tapping on his steering wheel. His heart raced with excitement. He drove home as fast as 
he could, since it was already almost 6 and he was supposed to be at Lars' house to pick him up at 8 on the 
dot. 

He glanced at himself in the rearview. He hadn't cared this much about a date in years. His eyes went to an 

empty spot in his backseat, imagining a small gift bag perched perfectly in the center, as it had been years 


ago. 


His tapping continued as he thought back to the moment he realized he had fallen in love with Lars, driving him 


home in his truck, nine years ago. 


December, 1186 


The silence between them grew more comfortable as they neared Lars’ apartment. In his peripheral, he saw 


Lars' head turned to look out the window, so he stole a glance. 

His forehead rested on the window, and James could see those long lashes fanned over Lars' cheeks, brushing 
against his bangs with every tired blink. He couldn't explain the sense of peace he felt with his friend finally 
next to him, safe and sound; he blamed it on the passing of another holiday season, on the loneliness he always 
felt around the holidays. 

And yet.. 

| missed Denmark, but I'm glad to be home," Lars said softly. James couldn't help but smile. 


"Yeah," he simply replied. 


Lars continued. "My parents were so happy to see me. My mom cried. She said she's been so worried about 


me.. | could tell my dad was, too, but he didn't act like it. He just told me | need to eat more potatoes." 


Both men laughed and locked gazes, and James had already prepared a joke at Lars' expense, but for some 
reason, when his eyes met Lars’, his heart skipped a beat and the joke wouldn't come out. Lars turned back 
around to look at the window. 

James didn't. His eyes stayed transfixed on Lars. 

What the fuck? 


"Played some tennis. | feel like I'm getting rusty." 


And, for some reason, James couldn't respond. His eyes were glued to the road now, but all he could see were 


those deep sea green eyes framed by those long lashes. The sound of Lars’ laugh echoed in his head. 

"Did you call your dad?" Lars asked. 

A yes or no question. James could handle that. 

"Yeah. But he didn't answer." 

"Oh," Lars half-whispered. 

More silence. 

Lars reached for the radio and turned it on But even with the grainy music barely coming in, James couldn't 
get that damned sound out of his head. He let a memory in.. a memory of the last time they were in Denmark. 
When Lars’ bright smile had lit up that cold landscape. 

They came to a stoplight, and James squeezed his eyes shut, covering them with his hand, trying to push the 
memory back down. But he couldn't. That image of Lars next to him as he leaned in to kiss him, the taste of 
Darish sweets and booze on his lips, was burned into his memory forever. The way his eyes sparkled in the 
dim light as they closed in on him, was the same way Lars' eyes had just sparkled in the dying California 
sunlight. He felt his stomach doing backflips. 

"James?" 

James jerked his hand away and placed it back on the steering wheel, praying for the light to turn green 
"Sorry, headache," he lied. But it seemed good enough, as Lars offered a sympathetic "oh" and turned back to 
the window. 

But in the back of James' mind, all he could think was: fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck , FUCK” 


tm going To hell’ 


Finally, James pulled into the driveway, his head a mess. He waited until the truck was stopped, turned it off, 
and reached into his backseat with a shaky hand. 


"You coming in?" Lars asked, as his hand pushed the passenger side door open. 

"No," James responded, cursing himself for chickening out. He was going to come inside for a little while and 
give Lars his belated birthday gift, but his mind was racing almost as fast as his heartbeat and he just knew 
he was going to hell for his feelings and he just needed to G0- 

"Here," James said quickly, before Lars exited the truck. He handed Lars the gift bag. 

Lars hesitated before taking it, his surprise getting the best of him. "What's this?" 

Late birthday gift," James answered nervously as he stared at his steering wheel. "Just a little something.’ 
Lars watched him for a second before turning back to the giftbag, which he opened timidly. 

He pulled out a Black Sabbath t-shirt that he remembered pointing out to James a few months back, right 
before they left for their European tour. Lars didn't know it, but James made a mental note to come back for 
it. 

Lars seemed a little dumbfounded, and looked up at James before grinning. 

"Hey, you remembered." 


That goddamned sparkle in his eyes. James just shrugged. 


Wasting no time, Lars shrugged his jacket off of his shoulders and peeled his dingy old Mercyful Fate shirt off, 
replacing it immediately with his new birthday gift. He laughed. 


| can't believe it, it actually fits." 
James didn't miss a beat. "Yeah, | found it in the kids' section" 


Lars let out a laugh and smacked James’ shoulder. 


Once the laughter subsided, he said "Thanks, James," and reached over to hug his friend. 


James savored the hug until Lars got out, thanked him for the ride, and waved to him as he walked towards 
his apartment. James watched him until he got inside, and when Lars turned around one last time to wave 
goodbye from behind his half-closed door, James wanted nothing more than to follow him inside. His heart was 
aching for his friend. 


"What the fuck is wrong with me?" James whispered to himself. All he could think of was his dad staring down 
at him, disapproving, disgusted. 


But those eyes.. He would accept eternal damnation for those eyes. 


James pulled out of the driveway and headed home. 


dune, 1795 


James started to panic. What was he doing? Going on a date with another man? With his best friend? 

The sermons began to creep back into the dark edges of his psyche. Eternal damnation. Sin. Sin Sin. To love a 
man was to sin 

His heart thudded in his chest as if it were trying to escape. 


"| can't fucking do this." 


He turned around. 


Lars paced nervously. It was 7:50. He was hoping James would have been there by now. 

if | was excited to take someone on a date, Id be there 20 minutes early’ 

Maybe Im the only one who's excited’ 

Maybe he just feels guilty: 

What if he doesn't even feel the same way? What if he's just trying to keep the band together?’ 
1 bet he's not even going to show up’ 

1 should have known better: 


And on and on. Lars’ thoughts tormented him. His heart sank as his clock turned to 8:04. 


Then 815. 
Then 8:32. 
Then 8:56. 
He's not coming: 


He sat on his couch, his heart sinking more and more. He should have known better. He sat there in silence, 


replaying all the times he thought maybe James had loved him back He realized how naive he was. 
Standing, he decided to peak out the window one more time. 

It was when he saw no one outside that he decided to call Kirk 

Kirk answered. "Hello?" 

Lars swallowed the lump in his throat. "He didn't show" 

Kirk didnt say anything for a few seconds. *.0h. Maybe he got stuck in traffic?" 

Lars chuckled bitterly. "No. I'm just fucking stupid. Can you.. come get me or something. 2" 

Kirk sighed to himself. He thought for sure that. 


"Of course.” 


After ten minutes had passed, Lars heard the sound of tires rolling over the gravel outside his house. Angrily, 
he snatched his jacket off of his armrest and pulled his door open after two knocks. 


"Hey. | can't fucking believe that asshole told--" 

Lars stopped in his tracks when he saw that said asshole was standing right in front of him. 
"James?" He asked indignantly. 

‘lm... l'm fucking late, | know; |--" 


Lars spun on his heel and yanked his keys out of his pocket, jamming them into the door after two failed 
attempts. "Just go home." 


"Lars--" 


"Fuck of fl" he shouted, turning the knob and pulling the door open. James grabbed the edge of the door and 
stopped it from opening all the way. 


"No one makes me as nervous as youl" James shouted back. 
Lars froze in place. 


"| panicked. | fucking panicked, ok? | turned around and started driving home. But I.. " He swallowed hard. "| can't 
fuck this up again, Lars. | can't." 


The sincerity in James' voice made Lars slowly turn around to face him. 
"Why don't | believe you?" Lars asked, meekly. 


All James could do was look down at Lars, dive into those deep green eyes as he had so many times before. He 


gently shut Lars‘ door, and leaned down to kiss him, placing both hands on the sides of his neck. 


Lars' rigidity melted and he accepted the kiss, like he'd wanted to do so many times before, and his anger and 
disappointment dissipated as he placed his hand around James’ waist. 


James felt dizzy. He'd only kissed Lars once before, and had spent many years staring at those cupid bow lips, 
trying to remember how they felt. And they felt so much better than he remembered. His stomach was doing 
flips. His hands slipped forward to frame Lars' cheeks to brace him for deeper kisses, and they must have 
been standing there for IO minutes just enjoying each other like they'd been wanting to for so many years. 
Lars pulled back and said in a breathy voice, "wanna forget the date?" 

James pulled him back in for another long kiss, mouthing "Mm-hm.." 

"That's not us anyw--" 

James yanked Lars' lips back to his again. "Hmm." 

Lars laughed and broke away, turning around to open his door, James following closely behind. Lars grabbed 
James by the wrist and pulled him down to sit beside him on his couch, lunging for his neck, peppering kisses 
all over his skin. He whispered in James’ ear. 


"Can | tell you something?" 


"Yeah," James gasped. 


"Ive always wanted to suck your dick’ 

James froze. "Uh-- um--. |." He was stopped by a hand groping his erection "Oh, fuck-' 
And as if by some sick design, the front door opened and Kirk was standing there. 

"Yo, Lars, let's--" Kirk's eyebrows shot up. "Oh, shit" 


"Fuck! Shit!" Lars yelled, jumping up to slam the door and lock it. A muffled "SORRY!" could be heard outside, 
along with rapid footsteps away from the door. 


James waited until Lars turned around before he spoke. "Was Kirk your backup if | didn't show?" 
James' face was stony and unreadable, and Lars flushed bright red. "No--that's not--he was--" 


And finally, James laughed, and gestured for Lars to rejoin him. He rolled his eyes, but sat beside him. James 


leaned over to kiss him again. 


‘lm sorry," James whispered. "For.. everything. For ignoring your feelings. For pretending | didn't feel the same 
way." He kissed Lars' temple as he stroked his hair and tried to forget the look in those pained green eyes he's 
caused so many years ago. Crickets roared outside, and it seemed as if the two of them were the only people 


left in the world. 
Lars took a little while to respond. When he did, his voice was softer than James had ever heard it before. He 
nuzzled his nose into James’ neck. "I know why you did it, James." He kissed him again, and tried to catch up on 


all those years that were missed, and no more words were spoken. 


This time, they shared the silence. 


